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Tullner had never been on this side of the base camp
before, in fact, he tried to avoid it as much as possible.
Unfortunately, he was under orders, so he didn’t have much of a
choice. As a soldier of the Fennel Arms, now assigned to the King’s
Command under Colonel Barshed, the first rule of war was to obey
your senior officers, regardless of how much you really didn’t want
to. And this was one of those assignments he really didn’t want to
do. It wasn’t a bad assignment, not in the sense that it was
dangerous, or overly difficult. He just didn’t feel comfortable
around these men. They had a bad reputation with the rest of his
squad, but then again, they had a bad reputation with pretty much
all of Battalion C. They were unruly, ill-mannered and
undisciplined; and those were their finer points.

Dismounting, he reluctantly tied his mare to a hitch
just outside section F, otherwise known as, The Freak Show, by the
enlisted men. Section F was a place shunned by most. It was not by
chance it was as far away from headquarters as they could possibly
place it, and still have it considered part of Base Camp
Reilly.

One green pole marked the outer edge of the section,
and where the King’s colors should have flown, there was instead,
and old green banner waving in the breeze. He didn’t recognize the
coat of arms it bore, but it was a violation of regulation sixteen,
subsection four, paragraph six, to fly any flag, save those of the
Province or the King.

Pulling off his riding gloves, he tucked them into
his belt before taking the first step past the lone green pole. He
was now officially in section F.

The guys in his squad talked a lot about these men
and what they could do. Although he knew most of the stories had to
be exaggerated, he still didn’t trust them. They were unnatural.
These men were closer to mystics than they were to regular
soldiers, and everyone knows, you can’t trust a mystic. That the
mystics wouldn’t even lend aid to the war effort was proof enough
they were untrustworthy. They were keeping themselves locked up in
that tower. He had heard stories of that place as well. Stories
about strange lights emanating from the top of the Tower and
unnatural noises below the ground. All in all, it was an unholy
places kept by unholy people, a place best avoided at all
costs.

When he started up the path, he spotted one of those
strange men, sitting with his back against a tree. He was an older
man, probably in his mid to late twenties. His long black hair was
pulled back into a pony tail and he sported a neatly trimmed beard.
Based on his outwardly appearance, he looked more like a merchant
than a soldier. He didn’t look up when Tullner approached and was
more interested in the chain he was weaving out of blades of
grass.

“Soldier, are you supposed to be on guard?” Tullner
asked, trying to insert as much authority as he could into the
statement.

The man looked around him, even going as far as to
look under the old hat which sat on the grass beside him. He looked
up at Tullner and shrugged.

“Don’t see any soldiers here,” he replied with a
slight chuckle. “What about you, Tinn. You see any soldiers?”

“Can’t say that I do.”

Tullner quickly turned to see another man standing
right behind him. Where did he come from and how did he get so
close?

The new man, Tinn, was tall and lanky. His clothes
looked two sizes too big for his thin frame and his hair was a mess
of straw. He smiled at Tullner.

“He’s expecting you,” he said in a thick accent.

He wasn’t from around these parts, which was plain
for anyone to hear.

“Who’s expecting me?” Tullner asked.

“Master Folkstaff, up at the command tent,” Tinn
replied, as if the answer should have been obvious.

“How did he know I was here?”

“Because I just told him,” Tinn said, dropping down
beside the other man who continued to add to his chain of
grass.

“But I just got here.”

“Saw you coming about a mile off,” the second man
replied without looking up. “Better not keep Master Folkstaff
waiting.”

Tullner eyed the two men who now appeared to have
dismissed him from their conversation. How did this weaver of grass
see him coming from where he was sitting? How did this Tinn have
enough time to get to the command tent and back without even being
winded? There was definitely something strange about these
soldiers, but then, they weren’t actually soldiers. They called
themselves, “Hunters.”

He proceeded up the path toward the main camp, and
was shocked to see a total lack of discipline, or any sense of
order, throughout the section. These Hunters, who were supposed to
be soldiers in the King’s army, weren’t even in uniform. They
looked more like a bunch of vagabonds just lounging around on the
edge of battle, engaged in idle talk, as if the cares of the front
line meant nothing to them. They appeared to be quite at home here,
away from anything that even resembled civilization.

They didn’t take much notice of him as he walked
among them. They never hushed their voices or stopped their gossip
for fear of him listening in. Not that he really understood what
they were talking about. He caught bits and pieces of something to
do with open bounties, contracts, and scripts. The words meant
nothing to him, and he thought it safer to simply forget about
anything he heard.

Tullner made his way up to the largest tent, where a
tall, lean-looking man, who was causally whittling a piece of wood,
slowly got to his feet. He dusted the wood shavings from his pants
and then casually brushed aside his long shaggy blonde hair. He
grinned at Tullner when he approached.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“Corporal Robert Tullner to see the Major,” Tullner
replied.

The shaggy haired Hunter gave him a quizzical
look.

“I’m sorry. Who did you come to see?” he asked.

“The Major,” Tullner replied, pulling out a sheet of
paper and quickly double checking his orders. It would be his luck
to be looking for the wrong man in the wrong place. “I’m supposed
to meet with a Major Robert Cornelius Folkstaff.”

“Oh, Folkstaff,” The Hunter laughed. “Why didn’t you
say so? I’ll go get him for you,” he said, ducking into the
tent.

Tullner shook his head in disbelief. If he ever
addressed his commanding officer by just his surname, he would be
up on charges before the last syllable left his lips. There was
definitely a lack of discipline among this group.

The tent flaps parted and a large man stepped out.
He was easily a foot taller than Tullner and about two feet wider.
He had long brown hair, which was tied back in a tail, and an even
longer beard, which was braided with beads and hung down to his
waist. A wide-brimmed floppy hat covered his head and shielded his
face from the light of the sun. He wore a ratty deer skin jacket
and a pair of old knee high leather boots.

“You must be Tullner,” the big man said with a soft
voice, which didn’t match his size.

“Yes, sir. Corporal Robert Tullner sir,” he replied,
saluting the Hunter.

Folkstaff returned the salute, although not very
enthusiastically. Turning, he spoke with the shaggy haired Hunter,
who followed him out of the tent.

“Jackson. Where’s Veller?”

“Don’t really know, sir,” the Hunter replied, giving
the camp a once over as if hoping to spot the elusive Veller.
“Leary should know.”

Folkstaff shrugged. “Okay, where’s Leary?” he
asked.

“He’s usually down by the med tent this time of day,
or any time of day for that matter,” Jackson replied.

“Keep an eye on things here for me until I get
back.”

“No problem sir, will do.” Jackson replied. “Oh,
and, sir. Did you know you were a major?”

“Am I now?” Folkstaff replied with a shrug. “That’s
news to me,” he said, and started off across camp with unnaturally
long strides. Tullner had to run to catch up.

They walked in silence among the other Hunters and
Tullner was a bit surprised no one even bothered to salute the man.
He was a major after all. As he navigated around another tent, he
suddenly stopped, turning to face Tullner.

“So, Barshed is actually going to send a squad into
the Denal province after all?”

“I suppose so, sir,” Tullner replied. It wasn’t like
he was privy to the Colonel’s plans.

“I see a mistake in the making,” Folkstaff said,
shaking his head. “If he would at least let us scout out the area
first, we could avoid needless action. But, I suppose he knows what
he’s doing.”

Tullner decided not to reply to this. Second
guessing a superior officer was a violation of the rules, but it
didn’t look as if Folkstaff expected an answer as he started off
again.

He followed the Hunter quietly through the camp to
the med tent, where four men sat playing a game of chance out in
the open. This was yet another violation of camp rules which
appeared to go unnoticed. One of the men did acknowledge Folkstaff
when he got closer, although, it wasn’t actually a salute.

“Care to join us, sir? We can always use an extra
hand.”

He was a tall, good looking young man, rather
well-kept when compared to his companions. He wore a pair of
wire-rimmed glasses which were perched on the end of his nose.

“Not today I’m afraid.” Folkstaff said with a grin.
“Where’s Leary?”

The smaller Hunter, who sat on the man’s left hand
side, turned in his seat.

“Danny! Folkstaff wants you out front,” he shouted
at the tent behind him.

No sooner did the Hunter turned his back on the
game, then Tullner witnessed one of the other players steal a card
right out of his hand. The move was so fast, Tullner wasn’t even
sure it happened until the second Hunter grinned and winked at him.
This would have been remarkable, in itself, if he didn’t just see
two cards slid across the table, untouched by any player, into
another man’s hand.

“How about you, kid? You want to take a chance?” One
of the Hunters asked, nodding toward an empty seat.

“To say chance would indicate he would have one,”
Folkstaff remarked. The men at the table laughed.

“You wanted to see me, sir.”

Tullner turned his attention away from the game,
which was difficult to do, since the pile of chips in front of the
smaller Hunter had now doubled in size, right before his eyes. This
was definitely not normal, nor could it even be considered legal,
from the game’s point of view.

The man who exited the tent was younger than most of
the other Hunters. He was lean with short sandy blond hair and a
sharp crooked nose. He looked first at Tullner then back at
Folkstaff.

“Is there a problem, sir?” he asked.

“I’m looking for Veller,” Folkstaff replied.

“Veller? Why? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Barshed has decided to send a
squad in to Denal after all, and is in need of a scout. Veller
knows the place well.”

“I see,” Daniel replied. “Well, more than likely,
you’ll find her down by the river. She no longer stays in camp. In
fact, I don’t believe I’ve seen her in over a week.”

“Yeah, I figured it was something like that,”
Folkstaff replied. There was a look of concern which crossed
between the two Hunters. Folkstaff thanked Daniel and, turning away
from the tent, headed out into the woods. Tullner followed.

Leaving camp without permission was another
violation of the rules, but from what Tullner saw so far, it
appears the rules don’t apply to Hunters.

As they moved deeper into the woods, the noises from
the camp diminished and then silenced by the gentle sound of
running water. No worries, no wars, no rules, and no orders. For
one brief moment, he could understand why someone would want to
hide out here.

As they continued walking, Tullner had the feeling,
they were being watched. The closer they got to the sound of
running water, the stronger the feeling grew. Quickly scanning the
horizon, he spotted something moving in the distance. It took him a
moment to realize what it was, and he reached for his sword.

“I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” Folkstaff said,
placing a hand on the young man’s arm.

“But, sir… that’s a… a bear,” Tullner whispered.

“Yeah, that’s a bear,” Folkstaff said calmly, a bit
too calmly for Tullner’s piece of mind. “Black bear, I would say,
by the general shape and size, although there aren’t too many other
species around here. He’s been with us ever since we entered the
woods.”

“And… that doesn’t bother you?”

“No, kind of expected it.”

Although Folkstaff wasn’t worried, it didn’t stop
Tullner. He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. There was a
certain comfort in knowing it was there, although, how much good it
would do against a bear, if it decided to attack, he wasn’t
sure.

“There she is,” Folkstaff said, nodding toward a
small clearing in the woods.

Turning away from the bear, Tullner saw an old
willow tree leaning over the water. A large shaggy black horse, if
he could call it a horse, was standing off to one side, eyeing him
suspiciously. There appeared to be a lot of malice in the beast and
Tullner wasn’t sure if he was better off dealing with the bear than
the horse. As he got closer he saw amid the roots of the willow, a
young woman leaning with her back against the tree. She was slight
of build with long wild red hair. Her face was pale and she had
rather vivid green eyes. The book she was reading was closed and
resting on her lap. She was watching them when they approached,
almost as if she was waiting for them.

“Master Folkstaff. What brings you out here?” she
asked, getting to her feet.

A small white rodent climbed up her right arm and
perched itself on her shoulder.

“Corporal Tullner, this is Kile Veller.”
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She didn’t need Gara to tell her when the vir
entered the forest, she heard them coming. They didn’t exactly move
with any attempt at stealth, but even if they had, they still
couldn’t hide their scent. Of course, she recognized Master
Folkstaff, the smell of mushrooms and earth. He once tracked her
halfway across the country, so she wouldn’t forget that odor
anytime soon. There were days when the events of last summer felt
as if they happened to somebody else in some other place at some
other time. Then there were days she felt she was still on the run.
The nights when she would wake in a cold sweat needing to get away.
When the walls of the barracks closed in around her, like the small
cell she was confined to. She tried to forget, but it wasn’t
easy.

Why did she agree to come back to the Guild? For one
brief moment, she was actually free of it all, but the moment
passed too soon. Holding Rick’s hand when he took his last breath,
and being unable to do anything to save him, was more than she
could bear. That was nearly nine months ago and marked the
beginning of the war for her.

The valrik finally crossed the western border after
amassing an army for nearly a year. In less than a month, the
Provinces of Denal, Fennel and Blackmoore fell to the Uhyre.
Whatever their plans were, they seemed to be satisfied for the
moment. They didn’t push their advantage, nor did they let up. They
seem to delight in hitting and running away, starting small battles
all up and down the western front. Whenever the King’s army gained
the advantage, the enemy would fall back across the border only to
strike out somewhere else. To Kile, it was almost as if they were
stalling, trying to keep the King’s eyes toward the west. But it
didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t as if any threat would come from
the east. The Kingdom of Baala was a staunch ally to the realm.

What did she know about war anyway? None of it ever
made sense. It was completely pointless. If she had known, what
rejoining the Guild would have meant, she would have seized her new
found freedom and made a run for it, but no, she had to be noble.
Where did that get her? No sooner did the King declare a state of
war than the Hunters were reassigned to the military. In short, she
got drafted. She spent the next two months in basic training,
learning to salute and march in formation. Then they were shipped
out to base camps all along the front line, where most of them sat
around doing nothing because the military didn’t trust them.

The sitting around wasn’t too bad; at least they
were safe. It was the confinement, she couldn’t take. She was stuck
in section F with no place to go, sleeping in the barracks, eating
in the mess tent, always surrounded by the other Hunters. The
noises and the smells were getting to be too much for her. At
first, she would sneak away into the woods for the sake of her
sanity, but when they stopped coming to look for her, she wondered
why she kept going back.

Was that why Folkstaff was here? Was he coming to
bring her back? Did she even want to go back?

Sniffing the air once again, she removed from her
mind those smells she associated with Folkstaff, her old wilderness
survival instructor, and instead, concentrated on the second smell,
the young man who walked with him. She was learning to tell a lot
from a smell, like the fact he was a young man, although, it wasn’t
difficult to figure out. There were no female soldiers and only two
female Hunters. And Erin Silvia was serving at the Guild
headquarters back in Littenbeck. It stood to reason, the person
traveling with Folkstaff would have to be a young man. His scent
had the strange combination of vanilla, old parchment and a hint of
steel.

She closed the book she was reading.

- Vir come.-

Vesper announced, jumping on her lap.

“Yes, I know, it’s alright,” she assured the yarrow,
unfortunately it didn’t do much to alleviate her own worries.
Folkstaff wouldn’t be on his way to see her if it wasn’t
important.

When they finally came into view she reluctantly got
to her feet. Vesper scurried up her arm and perched himself on her
shoulder. His presence there was always reassuring, and she found
it very calming.

“Master Folkstaff. What brings you out here?” she
asked.

“Corporal Tullner, this is Kile Veller. Kile, this
is Corporal Robert Tullner of Perha Squad.”

Kile examined the young Corporal. He didn’t look
much like a soldier. He looked more like a librarian or possibly a
teacher. He was tall, thin with short cropped blond hair. He had
bright blue eyes, which were hidden behind a pair of glasses, and
his uniform was spotless. She wondered if he had ever seen any real
combat. He appeared to be a little wooden, with his back straight,
chest out, stomach in. She thought that was only for basic
training, she didn’t really think they kept that up out in the
field.

She wasn’t sure how important his rank was, having
never gotten them all sorted out in her head. Was she supposed to
salute him, or wait for him to salute her, or was saluting even
involved? The whole thing was just too confusing, so she simply
waved.

“Pleased to meet ya,” she said.

“What? Um… yeah,” he stammered.

So, teacher was out. He couldn’t be a teacher if he
couldn’t form cohesive sentences, which left librarian.

“You’re being assigned to Perha Squad, starting
tomorrow,” Folkstaff announced.

“Who? Me? Are you serious?” she asked.

“Very. It appears Barshed has decided to send an
advance team into the Denal province and since you have knowledge
of the area, you are being assigned as their scout.”

“This is a joke, or a mistake,” she said.

“I’m afraid not,” Folkstaff replied, and pulled a
tightly rolled parchment from his vest. He handed it to her.

The last time she accepted a parchment from the
Guild, it was a bounty placed on her head. She hesitated before
unrolling it and read the message several times to be sure she
understood it.

“Now I know this is a joke,” She said, holding the
parchment up.

“I assure you, it is no joke.”

“The same Guild who tried to have me executed for
crimes I didn’t commit, now wants to promote me not one, but two
levels.”

“That is correct. As of today, you are a Certified
Level Three Hunter.”

“This doesn’t make any sense.”

“To the Guild, it does,” Folkstaff replied, and she
was sure she saw the hint of a smile behind that thick beard. “As
you no doubt recall from your days at the Academy, scouting for the
military is an automatic class B script. The lowest level permitted
to be assigned a class B script, is a Level Three. Therefore, you
have to be promoted to a Level Three. Welcome to Perha Squad.”

“That’s ridiculous. What about Steele? He’s already
a Level Three, and he knows the area as well as I do.”

“Steele already has his assignment. He is running
messages to and from the front line. It’s better suited to his
Edge, as this is to yours.”

“What about Marcus? He’s a Level Two.” she
replied.

There was a momentary pause, followed by a look of
confusion. His face told her all she needed to know before he even
tried to explain.

“We thought about Marcus,” he said slowly, as if
trying to remember. “But for some reason, when I spoke with him, it
was decided it would be a bad idea.”

Marcus Taylor’s Edge was the ability to persuade
people who he made eye contact with. Of course it was a bad idea,
if Marcus wanted it to be a bad idea.

“If I see him again, I will kill him,” she
replied.

“Then it’s settled. You will report to Perha Squad
first thing tomorrow morning,” Folkstaff said.

She watched the young soldier follow the old Hunter
back through the forest, before slumping down among the roots of
the old willow tree. Well, she wanted to do something more than
just sit around, but was this really what she had in mind? She was
heading back into the Denal province, and to Coopervill. It’s been
nearly a year since she was last there, that’s only if she didn’t
count the overnight stay before she had to flee from the Hunters,
and somehow, it didn’t really count.

Coopervill was always lingering in the back of her
mind, ever since they received news of its fall. It never stood a
chance against the Uhyre. Why it was attacked in the first place,
nobody knew. It was only a simple mining town after all, but for a
brief period time, it was her home. She knew people back there,
people she actually cared about, but no news came out of the Denal
province since that day.

Getting back to her feet, she collected what little
belongings she had. Guild Master Latherby once described Hunters as
vagabonds, carrying everything they owned on their backs. They
never settled down, nor do they call any one place home for very
long. They are constantly on the move, going where they are
sent.

He once asked her a very simple question. What are
the four things every Hunter needs? They need a good heart, a good
head on their shoulders, a good horse, and a good weapon, which was
pretty much all she had left these days.

- It’s about time. Does this mean we are finally
going?-

Grim asked in his unapologetic tone.

“That depends on what you mean by going,” she said
as she tied the pack to his harness.

- Going, as in leaving this dismal place behind for
something more civil.-

“Civil? Looks who’s talking. Like you’ve ever been
civil.”

- Oh, and I assume you have.-

“More so than you.”

- Please.-

“Well, I don’t know about civil, but we should get
back to camp. Daniel will never forgive me if I don’t tell him
what’s happening,” she said, pulling herself onto his back.

Grim didn’t need her to tell him where to go, and it
didn’t take them long before they were within sight of camp. It was
still the crowded, noisy place filled with the odd smells she left.
Daniel was waiting for her on the edge of the paddock and waved to
her when she approached.

- Oh, isn’t this sweet.-

Grim snorted.

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

- Young love-

“What? Oh please, don’t even go there. One more
remark like that, and I’ll ship you back to the north lands
myself.”

“Are you two having an argument again?” Daniel asked
when he came beside her.

He was one of the few people who truly knew the
uniqueness of her Edge.

“It’s nothing,” she assured him.

“I don’t know. You look a little flushed.”

“I said it’s nothing. What are you doing out here
anyway? Shouldn’t you be back in the med-tent plying your
trade?”

“That’s a little difficult to do when nobody needs a
healer. You don’t get hurt if you don’t fight. Besides, I saw
Folkstaff return with that corporal, and figured you wouldn’t be
far behind,” Daniel said, helping her down from the pony. “So,
what’s wrong? What did he want to see you about?”

“Nothing important. I’ve just been assigned to some
squad as a scout.”

“A scout, you can’t be a scout, you’re not
qualified.”

“Oh yeah, I also got promoted.”

 


 


 


~~~***~~~


 


 


 


3

 


Kile yawned as she rode Grim into the heart of Base
Camp Reilly. One night in section F and she was more tired than
when she went to bed. She would have been better off had she spent
her last night in the forest. At least then, she would have
benefited from a good night’s sleep. Spending the night in the
barracks only reminded her why she preferred to be alone. Her
heightened senses, which were somehow connected to her Edge, were
becoming harder to control, not that she had much control over them
in the first place. They usually kicked in whenever they felt like
it and shut off at the most inopportune times. Now, they seemed to
be stuck in the on position. Noises seemed louder, her vision was
sharper, even at night, but it was the smells which were the
problem. Stuck in section F, with forty or fifty men and no decent
bathing facilities, was more than she could stomach.

She slowed Grim down when they crossed the compound
so she could get a better idea of where she was. The differences
between the base camp and section F were quite staggering. There
were men, in full uniforms, standing at attention while drill teams
moved around the field in perfect little squares. If this was how
they were going to fight the Uhyre, they were definitely in over
their heads. It was no wonder the valrik controlled the battlefield
and dictated the pace of the war.

- Tin soldiers off to war, and the enemy quakes…
with laughter.-

Grim scoffed.

“They’re doing their best,” Kile replied, but she
had to wonder if it was going to be enough. She had seen the size
of the valrik forces, and she was beginning to doubt whether the
vir could weather this storm.

“I think we should be looking for Perha Squad,” she
said, pulling out her orders.

She was supposed to report to a Sergeant Wargner
before noon, and the sun was already climbing the eastern sky. The
problem was, the orders didn’t give her detailed instructions on
where to go. They simply stated she was to report to section B,
subsection three. But all she saw was a vast sea of tents, and if
that wasn’t bad enough, she was beginning to attract attention. A
few of the soldiers noticed her and were watching her carefully. It
was if they had never seen a young woman on a large black mountain
pony before, but then again, they probably hadn’t.

Holding the orders up, she pretended to read them,
but in reality, she was sniffing the air. It took her a while to
sort through the numerous odors of the surrounding area. They
didn’t smell any better here than back in section F. One by one,
she removed the smells until she found the one she needed. The
scent of parchment, vanilla and just a hint of steel.

“That way Grim,” she said, guiding the pony toward a
section of the camp, which looked no different from any other
section. It was a sea of canvas and they passed rows and rows of
tents all neatly laid out, one behind the other, in a tidy little
grid. She wondered if there was an officer with a measuring stick
who made sure all the tents were lined up.

Reaching one of the hitching posts, she stopped and
dismounted. Vesper climbed down from the pony’s head and onto
Kile’s shoulder. Normally, she wouldn’t think of leaving Grim this
close to other horses, but there really wasn’t any place to put him
where he couldn’t find trouble.

“You’d better be good, until I return,” she told
him.

- Like there’s any fun to be had around here.-

He grumbled and pushed his way past the horses to
reach the watering trough.

She was going to comment on his attitude, but
thought better of it as she was still being watched by a few of the
soldiers. These men could be in Perha Squad, and it wouldn’t do for
her to make a bad first impression. They already thought Hunters
were a strange lot and most of the military didn’t trust them. She
removed Vesper from her shoulder, ignoring his protests, and placed
him in the courier bag.

From the hitching post she headed west, climbing a
small hill which opened onto a clearing. It was inhabited by the
same canvas tents which populated the rest of the camp, although
now, they varied in size. She sniffed for the scent of the young
soldier and tracked it to one of the tents.

The only thing which set this one apart from the
others, were the three banners hanging from a pole which was
leaning slightly to the left. She recognized two of the banners.
One bore the King’s colors. The other was for the province of
Fennel. The remaining banner, she could only guess at. It was
probably either the squad’s personal banner, or the Commander’s,
but since there was no breeze, it was difficult to see the crest.
Two armed guards stood on either side of the tent and watched her
as she approached.

“So, you found the place.”

Turning, Kile saw the young soldier who accompanied
Folkstaff with her orders, the young librarian who smelled of
parchment, vanilla, and just a hint of steel.

“Corporal… Tullner wasn’t it?” she asked.

“Corporal Robert Tullner, although most people just
call me Tully,” he replied with a grin. “We were afraid you had
gotten lost.”

“I’m not that lucky, although it would help to have
a few signposts up.”

“Actually, you kind of get used to the place, I
mean, you did find us.”

“I suppose,” she replied. She wasn’t going to tell
him the only reason she found her way was because she tracked him
by his smell. That probably wouldn’t go over too well, especially
judging by the way the two guards were watching her.

“I was going to come out and retrieve you myself,”
Tullner said when he got closer. “But Sarge said, any Hunter, who
couldn’t find their way, wasn’t a very good Hunter.”

“Sarge?”

“Sergeant Rodney Wargner, he’s in charge of Perha
Squad and your commanding officer, at least for the time
being.”

“What’s he like?” she asked.

“Like any other sergeant, I guess, but you’ll soon
find out.” Tullner said with a gesture toward the Commander’s
tent.

“Wish me luck,” Kile said. She pulled the flap of
the tent aside, and entered.

It was dark. A single candle, sitting on a makeshift
table, was the only source of light. She didn’t dare take another
step into the tent for fear of tripping over something, and waited
until her eyes adjusted to the general gloom.

“So… you’re the Hunter they sent me.”

It was a deep, gravelly voice, coming from the
darkness. Only when the man looked up from his maps could she see
his face in the candlelight.

“Certified Level Five… I mean Level Three Hunter,
Kile Veller, sir.”

“Didn’t they teach you how to salute?” the man
asked.

“Oh… sorry, sir,” she replied, giving him a salute,
or at least she hoped it was a salute. She didn’t have much
practice.

Pulling himself up out of his chair, he walked
around the table. She would have described him as a large, square
man. He had squared shoulders with a square chin and a square nose,
even his hair was flat topped. He clasped his hand behind his back
and slowly walked around her.

“So, I ask for help, and this is what they send me…
a little girl.”

“Sir, I…”

“I don’t remember giving you permission to speak,”
he said in his soft gravelly voice. He came around to stand in
front of her.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” he started. “I
didn’t ask for you, I don’t want you. As far as I’m concerned, the
Hunters are nothing but a bunch of worthless, layabouts playing at
war, and you… look at yourself. You’re not a soldier. You’re not
even a man. Have you ever seen combat… missy?”

“I can hold my own, sir,” she replied.

“We’ll see about that,” he said with a very
uncomfortable smile. “The problem, as I see it, is that I’m stuck
with you. Colonel Barshed says I’m supposed to have a scout… and
here you are. This has to be some kind of sick joke,” he said,
returning to his seat. “Don’t expect any special treatment, because
you won’t get any. You’ll have to keep up with the rest of my men.
You’ll eat when we eat, you’ll sleep when we sleep. Is that
clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied.

For some reason, she was taking an instant dislike
for this man.

“Then get the hell out of my sight.”

She assumed that was his way of telling her she was
dismissed, and quickly exited the tent. The sun felt surprisingly
warm; or maybe it was because she was no longer under the chilling
glare of her new commanding officer. That guy could give Master
Boraro a run for his money, she thought.

She spotted Tullner speaking with two other men.
When he saw her, he excused himself. “It would appear you
survived,” he said with a grin.

“Barely,” she replied.

“He’s really not that bad of a commander. He can be
a bit… hard-nosed at times,” he explained, leading her toward the
men he was just speaking with.

“So, he’s always like that?”

“Well, no, not really,” Tullner replied. “He’s been
a bit out of sorts lately. Ever since he met with that man the
other day. I think it had something to do with the mission into
Denal.”

“Man, what man?”

“I don’t know who he was. I’ve never seen him around
here before. I’d remember, because he had white hair, which I
thought was rather odd.”

White hair, the only person Kile knew with white
hair was Marcus Taylor, but why would he be visiting Sargent
Wargner, especially since he managed to get out of the assignment.
She supposed, it was possible, he was just giving the Sergeant some
last minute information on the region, but why would that upset
Wargner?

“I think this mission into the Denal province has
him a bit on edge, it has all of us on edge,” Tullner added.

“Why’s that?”

“There’s been no word from Denal since it fell;
nobody knows what to expect.”

“Why Denal… why now?” she asked.

Tullner stopped walking and quickly glanced around.
When he was sure nobody was within listening distance, he leaned
toward her. “Well, scuttlebutt has it, that command is looking to
break through the valrik lines, so it’s targeting its weakest
points.” He explained. “Since most of the battles have occurred
along the Fennel and Blackmore fronts, they’re hoping the northern
section, in Denal, and the southern section along the cost of
Sofland may prove vulnerable. We’re being sent into the Denal
province to gather information, and get an idea of the Uhyre forces
there. I am assuming the same thing is occurring down in the
southern province of Sofland. Once the information is gathered and
analyzed by the higher ups, then a coordinated attack can be
implemented. If our forces can circle around the valrik, we can end
the war before spring. Of course, this is all speculation, we are
on a need-to-know basis and it would appear we just don’t need to
know.”

“It sounds easy when you put it like that,” Kile
replied, unfortunately, she saw the valrik forces and their war
camps. Even if the King’s army could break through the northern and
southern sections at the same time, they would still be
hard-pressed to carry the battle to the valrik. It would mean
fighting in the wastelands. She didn’t think these soldiers were
capable of winning in such a hostile terrain.

“Well, it’s all speculation,” Tullner replied with a
shrug. “Just rumors really. They don’t let us know anything until
it’s all over.”

It was probably safer that way, Kile thought,
because if the soldiers really knew what they were in for, she
wondered if they would still be willing to go.

“I suppose I should introduce you to the rest of
Perha Squad, since you’ll be working with us,” Tullner added, and
he continued across the compound toward a group of men sitting
outside one of the tents. Before he could even say a word to them,
a soldier came sprinting across the yard toward them. He was young
and athletically built with short black hair and a dark
complexion.

“Get your gear ready,” he shouted.

“What is it, Duffy?” Tullner asked.

“New orders just came in. We’re moving out this
afternoon.”

“Already? I was just about to introduce…”

“No time for that Corporal,” came the all too
familiar gravelly voice behind them.

The men suddenly fell into formation as Sergeant
Wargner came striding across the compound, already decked out in
his riding gear. Kile felt out of place, not knowing where to
stand, or even if she should fall in with the rest of them. She
decided to stay out of it and stood off to one side to watch.

She thought he was intense in the darkness of his
tent, but in the light of the sun, he was an imposing figure. This
was no young soldier preparing for his first battle, this was a
tried and true warrior of countless conflicts, and he held himself
as such. He came to a stop before Tullner and his eyes briefly
glanced over to where Kile was standing. She could tell he was not
happy seeing her there.

“If you’re so keen with the new recruit, Corporal,”
he said, turning his eyes back to Tullner, “then she’s your
responsibility.”

“Sir?”

“Just keep her out of my way and make sure she
doesn’t get herself killed, I really don’t want another Guild on my
back.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay men,” the Sergeant barked. “Get your gear and
be in the square in two. We may not be coming back here for a
while, so pack accordingly.”

The men scattered in all directions, grabbing
equipment where they could. Some were collecting weapons from the
stockpile, others were tearing down tents, and still others were
stocking up on supplies, leaving Kile to stand alone with the
Sergeant. He glared at her.

“Was I not clear enough for you?” he asked.

“Sir?”

“Get your gear, missy, we are leaving in two.”

Kile looked down at the courier’s bag which hung at
her side.

“I’ve got everything I need,” she replied.

A good weapon, a good horse, a good heart and a good
head on your shoulders is all a Hunter really needs.

Sergeant Wargner headed back to his tent.

This was going to be a very long assignment, she
thought.

 


It took longer than the two hours, Sergeant Wargner
allowed for, but the squad eventually got themselves together and
into the square. Kile watched it from the sidelines with nervous
amusement. It was amusing because these soldiers didn’t look as if
they knew what they were doing. They seemed so out of place in
their armor and their gear, awkwardly holding their weapons, almost
like a group of children playing at war. She was nervous because
these same soldiers were the ones she was going into the Denal
province with.

The squad consisted of twenty three men in all.
Sergeant Wargner, of course, was the squad’s commanding officer,
and he had two corporals under him, Corporal Robert Tullner and
Corporal Max Duffy. Duffy was definitely a career soldier,
especially when compared to Tullner. The two were as different and
night and day. The rest of the squad was a hodgepodge of faces.
Some, she was surprised to see, weren’t that young and looked as if
they may have seen a battle or two, but for the most part, none of
them inspired much confidence.

-So, how many do you think are actually going to
make it back alive?-

Grim asked, coming up behind her.

“That’s cold, even for you,” she replied, although
the same thought did cross her mind.

-Please, I’d be surprised if half these vir make it
through the night.-

“They may surprise you.”

-I’d be surprised if they don’t end up stabbing one
another in battle.-

Wargner walked up and down the ranks of men, making
comments to each one of them as he passed. It reminded Kile of her
first days back at the Academy, when Sir Oblum gave his orientation
speech. The only difference was, they weren’t going off to battle.
Why was it so important for their uniforms to be straight, or their
helmets to be polished? It wasn’t going to make them better
soldiers.

The Sergeant turned away from his squad, and it
didn’t look as if he had much confidence in them either.
Reluctantly, he gave the order to mount up. They shuffled along the
ground to where their horses were tied, each carrying on their
backs a pack which looked twice their size. Kile had seen storage
rooms with less stuff in them than what these men were carrying,
and that was nothing compared to what they already had on their
mounts. Shaking her head, she looked at Grim, her own small pack
strapped to his harness.

“You ready for this?” She asked, pulling herself up
on his back.

-Please, I’m looking forward to this. Personally, I
think the fat nervous vir with the red hair will be the first to
go.-

“What, you have a pool going with the other horses?”
she asked.

It wasn’t too difficult to see which one Grim had
his eye on. He was a short round man with hair sticking out from
under his helmet. He was having a bit of trouble mounting his
horse. It took him three tries before he could arrange his girth
into the saddle.

“What is that?”

Kile turned to see Sergeant Wargner ride up on his
chestnut mare, he was staring at Grim.

“Sir?” she asked.

“Are you seriously planning on riding… that… into
battle?”

Battle? What battle? They were on a recon mission,
or didn’t he know that.

“It’s a mountain pony, sir. We are heading into the
mountains after all,” she replied.

“That is not a proper mount for a soldier to be
riding. Had I known this ahead of time I would have demanded you
find another horse,” he said.

How many horses did he know who could take down a
Minotaur?

“You made it quite clear, I am not a soldier, sir,”
she replied.

“Do not toy we me, Hunter. I have to tolerate you…
for the time being,” he said as he turned his horse away and rode
off.

“You shouldn’t get on his bad side like that,”
Tullner said as he rode up on a dun-colored mare. Even dressed in
his field armor, with his helmet, he still didn’t look the part of
a soldier.

“Does he have any other side?” She asked, watching
the Sergeant ride to the head of the line which was slowly forming
behind him. Kile decided to stay at the line’s end. Tullner seemed
torn between his place at the front of the column or at the rear.
He opted to let Duffy have the coveted position of column head, so
he could keep an eye on Kile, as he was ordered to do.

When Perha Squad finally left camp, the soldiers who
stayed behind stood silently watching. It felt more like a funeral
procession than a recon expedition. Kile was starting to wonder if
they knew more than she did.

 


The squad traveled in silence for most of the day
and well past the fall of night. Wargner eventually found a
suitable place to stop while the men quickly dismounted and went
about, what appeared to be, a well-coordinated dance. Each soldier
had a task to do-- from clearing the grounds, to putting up the
tents, to starting the fire for their evening meal. It was a far
cry from their performance this afternoon, and it was the first
time Kile was actually impressed with their training, even if it
was just setting up a campsite. She led Grim off to one side, not
too close to the other horse, and returned to where the activity
was the greatest.

“What can I do to help?” she asked.

Most of the men went about their tasks without even
giving her a second glance.

“Look Hunter, we don’t need you here,” one man said,
dropping a pile of firewood at her feet.

“Yeah, this camp belongs to Perha Squad. Go find
your own camp,” another young soldier added.

“I see,” she said, walking away. She could still
hear them laughing when she led Grim deeper into the woods and only
stopped when the silence of the forest surrounded her. Kile closed
her eyes and took a deep breath. Being alone, among the trees, in
the wild, this was where she belonged.

“This was a mistake,” she said, sitting down on a
large boulder. “Why did I ever agree to come back to the
Guild?”

-I’ve been asking the same question every day-

Grim replied.

“I know. It’s just… maybe I thought I could do some
good. You know, for Rick’s sake.”

-You don’t owe any vir anything.-

“You’re right,” she said, getting back to her feet.
She untied her pack from Grim’s harness and set it on the ground
before opening it. A yarrow jumped out and climbed up her arm,
cursing loudly.

“Sorry about the accommodation, Vesper,” She said,
stroking his head. “I wasn’t sure how well you’d go over with the
squad.”

-Pouch cramped, no fun.-

The yarrow pouted.

“I said I was sorry. I don’t think it matters
anymore anyway. They don’t want me around, and I can’t leave.
They’re just going to have to put up with me.”

-Hungry-

Vesper said, and the word carried with it such a
strong feeling, Kile’s stomach grumbled. They didn’t stop for lunch
and she didn’t have a very appetizing breakfast.

“When are you not?” She laughed, “But you’re right,
we should find something to eat. I’ll see what the locals have to
say about the dining opportunities around her.”

Sitting on her blanket, she closed her eyes and fell
into her Edge. She stretched her consciousness across the wild,
connecting with the natural world. The animals were always eager to
help and showed her sights throughout the forest which offered up
food and water. She still needed to sort through what was edible
and what wasn’t. She knew they were all trying help and although
the berries, herbs and wild tubers were palatable, she wasn’t
desperate enough to eat the grubs, termites or ants.

Water was easy to come by. A helpful family of
rabbits showed her where a small spring could be found among the
rocks. Add to that a few wild tubers, a couple of sprigs of
rosemary and a few blackberries, cooked over an open fire, and she
had herself a decent hot meal. Normally, she would have settled for
a few wild nuts and berries, but finding the tubers changed her
mind. She often found stews and soups were the easiest things to
cook out in the wild, and she was getting pretty good at it, which
is why a pot, was an essential piece of survival equipment.

While the stew was cooking, she sat back, closed her
eyes and once again fell into her Edge. Stretching her
consciousness back out into the wild, she just listened to
everything the natural world had to say. Their voices were numerous
and they all spoke at once, but it wasn’t like being in a crowded
room full of vir gabbing away at one another. The voices of the
natural world spoke in harmony. She could hear multiple
conversations and she understood them all. They spoke of the wind
and the rain, the trees and the water, but mostly of the vir who
came into their world. She was able to see the camp through many
eyes, and watched the soldiers go about their appointed duties, and
it was through these eyes she saw Tullner looking for her. She saw
him before she smelled the parchment, vanilla and the hint of
steel. Pulling herself back to reality, she opened her eyes. It
always surprised her on how alert and awake, she felt, as if she
slept a full eight hours in such a short period of time.

“You out here?” Tullner called out.

That was another thing which always surprised her.
After listing to the natural world, how grating the voices of the
vir could be.

She said nothing, letting him stumble blindly
through the woods. He would have passed by her, if he hadn’t
spotted Grim first. Tullner gave the pony a wide berth when he
stepped into the clearing.

“I’ve was calling for you. Didn’t you hear me?” he
asked.

She was sure everyone and everything within a good
ten miles could hear him. Fortunately, they weren’t near the front
line. Otherwise, his first view of a valrik would be up close and
personal.

“No, sorry, I must have dozed off,” she replied,
stirring her stew.

“Well, this looks cozy,” he said nervously. She
slowly looked up at him.

“Can I help you with something?” she asked.

“I wanted to apologize for… you know.”

“No, I can’t say that I do.”

“The way the squad treated you back there. That
wasn’t called for.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it,” she said,
sampling her stew. It could do with a few more spices, but it
wasn’t half bad, even with the blackberries. Salt, she thought,
that’s what she meant to grab from the supply tent before she
left.

“I came to offer you some hard tack, but, it seems
you have everything under control.”

Hard tack, the wondrous food substitute which tasted
like spiced potting soil.

“No thanks, I’m good,” she said.

“You know, you probably shouldn’t be this far away
from camp.”

“Really? Why not?” she asked.

“Well… it’s dangerous out here alone. You could be
attacked by a wild animal or something and we wouldn’t be able to
rescue you in time.”

“I assure you, I am quite safe out here. Probably
safer than I would be back in your camp.”

“What about bears?” Tullner asked.

“Bears?”

“Yeah, I saw one just the other day, outside of
section F.”

“That was probably Gara, and truthfully, I would
actually welcome him.”

“Are you… serious?”

“Look, I am perfectly safe out here. This is what I
do for a living. I’ve spent more time in the wild than you probably
have in the military. The largest animals out tonight are a pair of
raccoons down by the brook. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like to have
my supper now.”

“Oh… okay. But if you need anything.”

“If I do, I’ll let you know,” she assured him,
although she was more likely to ask the raccoons first.

“Well, if you’re sure, I’ll be heading back to camp
now. Oh yeah, Sergeant Wargner wants an early start tomorrow, he’s
hoping to reach the Denal province by nightfall. I’ll come and wake
you.”

“You do that,” she said, and watched him stomp his
way back through the forest.

- If the rest of the vir make as much noise as that
one, every valrik in the area will know we’re coming. -

Grim huffed.

“Tell me about it,” she replied. “You would think,
if they were going to send someone out into the wild, they would at
least have a bit of experience.”
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Kile was awake long before the break of day. She
finished the last of her cold stew, washed out her pot with moss
and water and took a long walk around the parameter of the camp.
She always thought, once she became a Hunter, she would be able to
sleep in, at least once in a while, but the old habits of the farm
die hard. There was also something about sleeping out under the sky
which made her feel more rested. She collected a few more wild
tubers and filled a large pouch with black berries before returning
to her camp where she disassembled her fire pit, rolled up her
blanket and tied it to Grim’s harness. By the time she was
finished, the first rays of the morning sun were just starting to
peek over the horizon. She rode the mountain pony back to Perha
Squad’s camp, only to find the place still asleep. There were,
however, two guards standing outside the largest of the tents, and
they watched her when she approached.

She didn’t bother to enter the camp. Instead, she
waited on the outer rim. This must have unnerved the guards,
because one of them disappeared under the tent flap.

“So much for an early start,” she said.

-Perhaps we should wake them.-

“I’ve seen the way you wake the vir, they still have
to be in one piece when they reach Denal.”

Sergeant Wargner eventually staggered out of his
tent. He was definitely not a morning person and looked grumpier
than usual, or could it be because Kile was wide awake and ready to
go while his men lay sleeping.

The guard, who fetched the Sergeant, reemerged from
the tent holding a long brass horn. He blew three quick, sharp
notes which carried on the wind and scared the birds out of the
trees.

“Nothing like telling the valrik we’re on our way,”
Kile said in disbelief.

-These vir are just begging to be slaughtered.-

Grim replied.

As the last note died, the tents came alive with men
dragging themselves out. They stretched, yawned and stumbled about,
some were half dressed, and others weren’t dressed at all. Kile
shook her head while she watched.

“We’re not coming back from this alive are we?” she
asked.

- What do you mean “we”? First chance I get I’m out
of here.-

Grim replied.

“Not without Vesper and me, you’re not.”

- Maybe we should leave now and avoid the rush.-

“Don’t joke. You don’t think I thought about
that?”

It was easily another two hours before the soldiers
were ready to ride. Eating a breakfast of hard tack and water, they
broke down their camp and prepared to depart. Sergeant Wargner said
nothing and watched his two corporals shout out orders which
appeared to go unheard. When they did finally leave the camp site
the sun was already over the tree tops and the shadows were getting
shorter.

Kile stayed in the back of the line, following up
the rear. The soldiers cared little for what she had to say, so
there was no purpose in saying anything, at least not to them. The
birds were another story. They perched upon Grim’s head and spoke
to her in their high pitched melodic voices. She always enjoyed
talking with them because it gave her the sensation of flying.
Through their words, she was able to see everything from the cloud
covered peak of the northern mountains down through the southern
plain, but her eyes were always drawn to the west. She couldn’t see
it, but she knew it was there, those lush green lands on the other
side. She promised herself, someday, when this was all over, she
would find a way across the wastelands. She would take Grim and
Vesper and they would see what wonders were hidden in those green
lands.

“You all right?”

The sound of Tullner’s voice brought her crashing
back to reality, and that's exactly what it felt like: crashing. To
be so high in the air one moment and back on the ground the next
disoriented her. Shaking her head to dislodge the last of the
visions, she looked over at him.

“I asked if you were all right,” he repeated

“I’m fine,” she replied.

“Well, it’s just… you looked a little spaced out
there,” he said.

“I was… just thinking.”

“Sarge says we’re making pretty good time and we
should reach the outer edge of the Denal province by nightfall. He
wants to keep moving so we’ll be eating on the go. I have some
extra hard-tack in my pack, if you want some.”

“No thank you, I’m fine in that department,” she
replied. “Tell me, is this the way you guys usually travel?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, for starters, with all this gear. If you
traveled lighter, you could make better time.”

“This is light,” Tullner replied.

Kile looked at the large pack he wore on his back,
as well as the supplies strapped to his mount. “You call that
light?” she asked.

“We’re only carrying what we need. Normally, if we
were going into battle, we would have a couple of supply wagons,”
Tullner said with a grin. He looked at the rider in front of him,
then at Kile. “Well, I guess it’s not as light as you travel,” he
added.

“I suppose not,” she replied.

“May I ask you a question? Why is that rat sitting
on your horse’s head?”

-Not rat.-

Vesper shouted, turning to stare at the young
soldier. Kile laugh.

“It’s not a rat,” she said. “It’s a yarrow. His name
is Vesper and he’s been with me for nearly six years now.”

“Why do you keep a pet… yarrow?”

“Well, he’s not actually a pet. He’s more like a
friend. We kind of adopted each other.”

-Kile family.-

Vesper added, before turning around.

There was a moment of silence before Tullner spoke
again.

“Are all Hunters… like you?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I mean… I’ve heard some strange things about
Hunters. Some of the guys in the squad say Hunters are more like
mystics than real people.”

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

“You know… mystics are…”

“Are what?”

“They’re just… I don’t know. They’re not like us,
they’re different.” Tullner stammered.

“So, because they’re different, that means they’re
not real?” Kile asked, eyeing the soldier. “One of my friends is a
mystic and she is quite real.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it,” he
stammered. “It’s just that, I’ve never met a mystic, or a Hunter
for that matter. I grew up on a farm on the outskirts of the Fennel
province. It was a small town by the name of Sprigtree and nothing
ever happens there.”

“I know what you mean,” Kile replied. “I grew up on
a farm in Riverport on the northern edge of the Shia province and
nothing ever happened there, either.”

“Really, but… you’re a Hunter.” Tullner replied.

“But even Hunters have to come from someplace.”

“I suppose so,” he laughed. “I guess I never really
thought about it. The way some people talk, it’s like Hunters just
sprang up out of the wild.”

“I assure you, we didn’t,” she replied. “I was a
farmer’s daughter before I joined the Hunter’s Guild. I took the
entry examination and then studied at the Academy for three years.
I served my probationary period in Coopervill before I became
certified.”

“Why did you want to become a Hunter?” Tullner
asked.

Kile laughed. How many times had she heard that
question?

“That’s a long story,” She said. “The short version
is I met a Hunter when I was younger, and I just thought it was the
right path for me.”

“Do you regret it?”

“Some of it… I guess I do. It wasn’t really what I
thought it would be. A friend of mine once told me, if you have no
regrets, then you’ve never really lived. What about you, do you
regret joining the military?”

“That wasn’t exactly my choice,” he said.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I didn’t know anything about the war, until I was
conscripted. Four months ago I was working with my father in the
fields when Lord Coroona’s men came to visit. One man from every
household. That was the law. My father was too old and my brother,
Thomas, was too young.”

“I’m sorry,” Kile replied. She never thought Tullner
was much of a soldier, he didn’t look the part, but she never
suspected it wasn’t by choice.

“Oh, it’s not so bad,” he said. “My pay goes home to
support my family, and should anything happen to me, they’ll be
well compensated.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t your choice.”

“It’s not like I’m the only one. How do you think
most of the men in the squad ended up here?”

Kile looked down the line of young soldiers who rode
before her. How many of them wanted to be here? How many of them
were given a choice? How many of them would actually be coming back
from this mission?

 


They rode through the afternoon and into the
evening, stopping only briefly to water the horses, and for the men
to stretch their legs. Kile got used to long rides from her time on
the run, and Grim, being a mountain pony, could go without rest or
water for quite some time, although the call of nature was another
matter.

As they continued, she consulted with the birds as
much as possible, but with Tullner constantly falling back to the
end of the column to check up on her, it wasn’t easy. He made it
clear, during their conversations, the men in the squad thought
Hunters were an oddity best avoided. So, it was to her advantage
not to give them any more reasons to fear her. Because that’s what
it was-- fear. She couldn’t really blame them. Growing up in a
small town, she saw firsthand the fear of anyone who was different.
When Erin Silva came to Riverport, Kile saw that fear in the eyes
of the people of her town. She even saw the fear in the eyes of her
father when he looked at the Hunter. It was because Erin was
different, and when Kile’s journey brought her back home, she saw
the same look of fear in the eyes of her brother, because now she
was different.

“The Sergeant called a staff meeting,” Tullner said
on his latest trip to the end of the column.

“A staff meeting?”

“Yeah, he wants to check the maps and set out a
battle plan.”

“A battle plan? I thought this was a recon
mission.”

“Oh, it is,” Tullner laughed “They just call it a
battle plan. They’re not really planning any battles.”

That's a relief, she thought, since they didn’t have
any real soldiers to follow through with one.

“So, what’s that have to do with me?” she asked.

“Well, you are part of the staff, aren’t you?”

“Am I?”

“Well… yeah. You are the Hunter assigned to the
squad.”

Somehow, she didn’t think that actually qualified
her as a member of the staff, but it wasn’t as if there was
anything else on her schedule. She followed Tullner as the soldiers
stopped in the clearing and started to set up camp.

Sergeant Wargner was sitting on an old stump with a
map spread out in front him and his staff standing around him. Of
course, his staff only consisted of Corporal Duffy and two other
soldiers, who she hadn’t been introduced to yet.

“Corporal Tullner, you’re late,” Wargner said, look
up from his maps. He turned and looked at Kile. “What are you doing
here, Hunter?” he asked.

She was impressed by his ability to make the word,
“Hunter,” sound like a curse.

“You called a staff meeting, sir,” Tullner replied.
“According to regulations, Hunters are…”

“I know what Hunters are, Corporal, I don’t need you
quoting regulations.”

“Sorry, sir,” Tullner replied.

Wargner returned to his maps as if Kile’s presence
there was nothing more than a mild annoyance. Duffy said nothing,
but the superior look on his face said everything Kile needed to
know. There was a power struggle between the two corporals, and it
looked as if Tullner just lost a few points. Kile didn’t want to
get involved, so she took a seat and let them continue with their
meeting.

“We will head through here and up into the valley,”
Wargner said, drawing a line across the map with his finger. “By
then, we should get a pretty good idea of the lay of the land. If
all is clear, we can enter Coopervill by way of the west road.”

“Well, that’s a mistake,” Kile mumbled to
herself.

“And you have a better idea?” Wargner asked.

One of these days she must learn to mumble more
quietly.

“No, sorry… continue… sir.”

“No, please, come and show us your expertise,”
Wargner replied. He waved his hand across the maps, inviting her to
take a look.

Getting to her feet, Kile stepped over to where the
maps were laid out. They were rather vague in places, especially
around the Denal province. This, of course, was the problem, since
they were supposed to recon the Denal province. If only she had the
maps Mr. Wollery gave her, right before her first assignment. She
had no idea where those maps were now, or, for that matter, where
Mr. Wollery was.

“Well, from what I can see of your course,” she
said, retracing Wargner’s line with her finger. “Your problems
start here, in this area. All this is lowland, and by this time of
the year, with the mountain thaw, it’s pretty much flooded. You’re
basically walking right into the middle of a lake. If you do find
it passable, which I seriously doubt, you’ll be heading into, what
the locals call, the crags. It’s a series of low valleys and high
cliffs, almost like a maze, and an excellent place for an ambush.
If you manage to make it through that, then coming into Coopervill
from the west is just plain stupid. The cliff face is high and
impassible, except for a narrow slot right down the middle, you’ll
be completely vulnerable. Your best course of action is to head
east and come around under the mountain pass where you’ll be
completely hidden from view. From there, you can enter Shrop. From
Shrop you can come at Coopervill from the north, which will bring
you to the highlands. You’ll get a perfect view of Coopervill
without having to set foot in it. It’s only a day longer, but it is
safer.”

Backing away from the maps, Kile felt she may have
overstepped her authority. Of course, referring to his plan as
plain stupid, was not what she intended to say. It was what she
thought, it just wasn’t what she intended to say. She looked at the
men standing around her. Tullner looked impressed and appeared to
agree with everything she said. Duffy looked annoyed and the two
other soldiers looked almost frightened. It was possible, they
believed everything she said was true, but didn’t want to
contradict their sergeant. As for Wargner, he was livid.

“So,” he said in his soft gravelly voice. “You think
you know better than the officers back at headquarters.”

“No, sir,” she replied calmly.

“Clearly you must, if you think this battle plan is
all wrong.”

“That’s not what I said, sir.”

“Men with more experience than you have formulated
this plan. It was calculated to have the highest chance of success,
but of course, Hunters know better don’t they? They are infallible,
aren’t they? How many men have you led into battle? How many wars
have you fought? This is ridiculous,” he scoffed.

“You asked for my opinion,” she said, jumping to her
feet. “What the hell am I doing here if you won’t even listen to
me? I’ve been all over this area, and I know it all too well. The
only thing you’re going to accomplish with that plan is sending
these men to an early grave.”

“That’s enough,” Wargner shouted. He was on his feet
now and he towered over her to such a degree, she had to take a few
steps back just to look at him. “I will not entertain such
insubordinate nonsense. This is the plan headquarters has given me,
and this is the plan we will carry out.”

“So be it,” she replied, turning her back on him and
calmly walking away.

 


It didn’t take Tullner long to find Kile. Although
it was her mountain pony, he found first. Grim stood just outside
the clearing and away from the lights of the campfires, but Tullner
could feel the pony staring at him when he approached. He didn’t
know why, but he was sure the beast disliked him. He felt it was in
his best interest to keep his distance from the animal.

Kile’s meager camp consisted of a blanket and her
pack. Where she was, he didn’t know. As he started to call out to
her, he was startled by a sound which came from over his head.

High among the leaves, close to the top of the tree,
there she was, balanced on a branch, framed in the light of the
moon. Her hair was blown back by the wind and she was looking
westward. The image was almost surreal. She must have heard him, or
felt him watching her, because she looked down at him, and for one
brief moment, he was afraid. Tullner wasn’t sure why he was afraid,
but it was almost as if he had been spotted by something wild,
something not quite real. She slipped off the high branch, landing
nimbly upon the one below it, making her way down much too fast for
any normal person. She touched on the ground lightly and brushed
the hair out of her face. When she turned to look at him, the wild
Hunter was gone.

“What’s wrong now?” she asked, reaching for her
pack. “Does your sergeant have something more he wants to say?”

“What? Oh, no… no. I just wanted to see if you
needed anything,” Tullner replied.

“A transfer would be nice.”

“I’m afraid there’s not much I can do about
that.”

“I was joking,” she said, tying back her hair.
“What? No one in your squad has a sense of humor, or is that
against regulations?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Well, that’s nice to know,” she replied. “So,
what’s the problem with your sergeant? Is he always so
stiff-necked, or is it just me.”

“He’s only following orders.”

“Orders put down by a bunch of old men, sitting
around some table in the safety of a fortress, who have probably
never even heard, let alone set foot in, places like Coopervill. I
thought I was being brought in, because I lived in Coopervill for
over a year, that I’ve actually traveled these woods nearly every
day. And now I find out it’s probably just to fill some kind of
quota. Every squad going out must have their own personal Hunter to
verbally abuse.”

“Look the Sarge knows what he’s doing.”

“I really hope you’re right.”
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The new day brought a new problem, but it was a
problem Kile just couldn’t put her finger on. There was something
odd in the air, something she hadn’t smelled before. It was
something she couldn’t latch onto. There was just a hint of it on
the very outer edge of her senses.

- Is it still there?-

Grim asked, following behind the column of men.

They were now deep in the Denal province. Having
left the main road, they were cutting through the forest, heading
toward Coopervill, but it would be three days before they reached
it.

“I don’t know,” she said, turning around on the pony
again, so she could ride backwards. “It seems strongest behind us,
as if… as if we’re being followed.”

-That’s not very comforting.-

“What do you think, Vesper? You’re usually better at
this than I am.”

-Don’t know… don’t like.-

The yarrow replied from the safety of the courier’s
bag. He refused to sit upon the mountain pony’s head ever since
they entered the forest.

-Perhaps we should leave now.-

Grim added.

“What do you mean?”

-If this master wishes to lead his vir to their
deaths, there is no need for us to follow.-

“I can’t just leave them.”

-Why not? It's not as if they care about you.-

“That’s not the point.”

-Then what is the point?-

“These vir don’t want to be here anymore than I do.
I can’t just abandon them. I have to help.”

-If that is what you want, then so be, but let it be
known that I have lodged my protest.-

“So noted.”

“Who are you talking to?” Tullner asked when he came
back down the line.

Kile quickly spun around to face forward.

“What?”

“I heard you talking to someone,” he said, coming
alongside her.

“I was just talking to Grim,” she replied, rubbing
the pony’s side.

“It sounded like you were having a
conversation.”

“No, just talking to the only living thing out here
who will actually listen to me.”

“Sarge knows what he’s doing,” Tullner replied. It
was the same mantra he kept using every time Kile questioned
Wargner’s orders.

“You keep saying that, and for some reason, it still
doesn’t help.”

“Look, the orders come straight from headquarters.
They know what they’re doing.”

“Do they? You keep saying that too. The Sergeant
knows what he’s doing, headquarters knows what they’re doing… but
how do you know? They don’t have all the information. Even the
Hunter’s Guild wouldn’t assume to know everything and they're in
the business of collecting information. All I’m saying is,
something like this shouldn’t be handled from above. It has to be
handled on the ground.”

“But orders…”

“Yes, yes, I know. Orders are orders, but surely,
sometimes you question the orders you’re given. You can’t just
follow them blindly,” she said.

“But that’s what we have to do,” Tullner explained.
“If every soldier only followed those orders he agreed with, there
would be no discipline. It would be chaos. How would you coordinate
any large scale operations if you couldn’t count on each platoon,
squad, or even a soldier, to be where they’re supposed to be when
they’re supposed to be there?”

“I understand what you’re saying, but you also have
to agree, some orders just don’t make sense. There are better,
safer and easier ways of doing things. Take this mission, for
example.”

“What about it?”

“What is its purpose?” she asked.

“The objective of this mission is to gather
information about the Uhyre forces in the Denal province as it
pertains to the mining town of Coopervill.”

“What? Was that printed someplace?” she asked.

“Well, yeah, it’s in the briefings.”

Kile shook her head. “The point is,” she continued.
“One Hunter could infiltrate and recon the town of Coopervill more
efficiently and more effectively than a squad of soldiers, and put
fewer lives at risk.”

“That might be true, but, headquarters is reluctant
to place too much emphasis on the Hunters. They just don’t trust
them.”

“Why?”

“I think it has something to do with the problems
your Guild had earlier this year.” Tullner explained.

“What problems?” she asked.

“Well, you would know better than me. All I heard
was, you guys lost a few of your members and some were actually
killed, and then there was that one who went rogue or something. He
was being hunted for murder.”

“Oh, that,” she replied with a dismissive wave of
her hand. “That was nothing, clearly a misunderstanding. That
Hunter was cleared of all charges.”

“I don’t know. It still seems a little suspicious to
me,” Tullner said.

Suddenly, Kile was reminded of the words Andrew
Drain said to her. ‘I might not be able to bring down the Hunters,
but I crippled them enough.’

Was this what he meant? That he had effectively
created an air of suspicion around the Hunters, so their
effectiveness within military operations was greatly limited. He
must have known of the coming war. The last pieces of the puzzle
were finally falling into place.

-Kile-

Vesper’s voice in her head drove out all thoughts of
Andrew Drain and instead filled it with something more
frightening.

“Valrik,” she cursed.

“What? Where?” Tullner asked.

“We’re being watched. There are valrik in the
forest.”

“Are you sure? How do you know?”

“I just know,” she said, urging Grim forward. “We
have to warn Sergeant Wargner.”

In spite of Tullner’s protests, Kile rode the line
to the head, where Sergeant Wargner rode with Corporal Duffy and
his banner bearer. Duffy was the first to see Kile approach and
leaned over to whisper something to the Sergeant.

“Oh lord what is it now?” The Sergeants replied,
turning to face her.

She waited until she was closer, it wouldn’t do for
her to yell her suspicions up the line, especially if they were
being watched.

“Sergeant Wargner, sir,” she said, riding alongside
him. “We are being followed.”

“Followed… are you sure?” he asked, and motioned for
the column to stop.

“Yes, sir,” she replied.

Wargner turned to the Tullner who just arrived
behind the Hunter.

“Corporals, is this true?”

“Well, sir…”

“Are we or are we not being followed?” Wargner
asked.

“Personally, I didn’t see anything, sir, but, I
think we should err on the side of caution. We cannot just assume
we have entered the Denal province undetected.”

Wargner fell silent, lost in his own personal
conflict. He was obviously trying to work something out. Kile felt
it had to do with how much he could believe her. By accepting her
fears, Wargner would be giving her credibility within the squad. Of
course, if it was Tullner, or any of the other soldiers who brought
this information to him, he wouldn’t hesitate.

“Corporal Duffy. Have a couple of three-man teams
fan out east and west of our position, but no more than a hundred
yards, I don’t want them getting lost. Have them report anything
they see to me directly.”

“Yes, sir,” Duffy said. He turned back down the
column and started barking out names.

“Corporal Tullner, hold the rest of the men in
ready.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let me go.” Kile said, walking Grim forward. “I
have a better chance of…”

“This is no time for amateurs,” Wargner said,
dismounting. “The last thing I need is for you to get yourself into
a mess. I can’t spare the manpower to save your tail.”

“Fine, have it your way,” she replied.

- So are we going home now?-

Grim asked when they moved to one side of the
clearing.

Kile watched the six men, now on foot, move deeper
into the forest. She could only shake her head. They moved with all
the grace and stealth of a three-legged bull moose. If anything was
following them, there was no way these men would find it.

It didn’t take long before the first team returned.
A tall, dark haired, rather posh young man was the first to
approach the Sergeant.

“Private Jesot Totely reporting, sir,” he said with
an air of importance.

“What do you have private?” Wargner asked.

“We searched the eastern flank and found nothing,
sir. No sign or trace of anything following us.”

Wargner simply nodded his head. “Thank you,
Private,” he said, dismissing the soldier.

Totely shot Kile a look when he returned to the
squad. She had a feeling this guy could have walked into the
enemy’s camp and he still wouldn’t have found anything.

A few more minutes passed before the second group
returned. This time it was a large, man with a dark complexion who
stepped forward to address the Sergeant.

“Private Nirum Renop reporting, sir,” he said in a
rather high pitched voice that didn’t match his size.

“What do you have to report, Private?” Wargner
asked, although it appeared he already knew what the soldier was
going to say before he said it.

“We searched the western flank, but didn’t find
anything, sir,” Renop replied.

“I see. Thank you, Private. Corporal Tullner, have
the men stand down.”

“Yes, sir,” Tullner replied. He looked at Kile and
shrugged. It pretty much said it all.

“Should we set up camp, sir?” Duffy asked.

“Might as well. We burned too much daylight on wild
goose chases as it is.”

Kile led Grim away from the campsite, and when she
was sure she was out of sight of the men, she lifted her nose in
the wind and sniffed. The scent was no longer there. Was she
mistaken? She was sure she caught the scent of a valrik, but why
wasn’t she able to identify it earlier? There was something
definitely different about it, something not quite right.

“I tried to warn you,” Tullner said, coming up
behind her.

“If you knew they were out there, would you have
remained silent?” she asked him.

“But they’re not out there. Nothing’s out there.
Both teams reported no sign of the enemy.”

“Just because you don’t see them, doesn’t mean
they’re not there,” she told him.

“Well… maybe. It doesn’t matter right now, does it?
Anyway, there’s going to be another staff meeting, you should be
there.”

“Like the last one I was at went so well,” she
replied. “Have it without me. Whether I’m there or not I’ll have
the same amount of input.”

“Come on, I think he wants you there.”

“Oh, this should be good for a laugh,” she replied,
following Tullner back to camp.

The staff meeting was already underway, but at least
there were more members this time around. Besides Corporal Duffy,
there were now four other men. She knew Renop and Totely from their
less than stellar searches of the surrounding area. As for the
other two, one was a lean red haired man with a narrow scrunched up
face. The other was a thin sandy blonde and appeared to be a bit
nervous. He kept shifting his weight from one foot to the other.
Sergeant Wargner was sitting among them, his map laid out before
him. She couldn’t see the purpose of all these, so called, staff
meeting if all the decisions were already made.

“Well, now that we are all here, we can get
started,” Wargner said, reaching into the pack which lay open
beside him. He looked at Kile. “You want to help?” He asked.

“Of course I do,” she replied.

“Good,” he said and threw her a carafe. “Then you
can make the coffee while we get to work.”

She stared down at the ceramic decanter and
suppressed the urge to hurl it back at him. Instead, she just
turned and stormed away. She heard the laughter from the group
behind her and wondered once again, why she ever agreed to return
to the Guild.

“Where are you going?” Tullner asked, catching up to
her.

“I’m thinking, home,” she replied.

“What? You’re going to leave. You can’t.”

“And why is that?” she asked, turning on him. “I’m
not some simple soldier who has to follow every order, and I’m
definitely not some bar maid who has to make his coffee,” she
added, shoving the carafe into Tullner’s chest.

“I can help you with that, if you want.” Tullner
replied.

“What?”

“I can help you make the coffee, if it’s a
problem.”

“You can’t be serious,” she said.

“Well… it was an order.”

“To hell with his orders, I’m not making any damn
coffee. If it’s so important to you, you make the coffee.”

“Well… if that’s what you want, of course,” Tullner
replied and he started toward the campfire.

“What do you mean if that’s what I want?” she asked,
coming up behind him. “You’re not seriously going to make coffee at
a time like this?”

“Well… yeah, don’t you want me to? You did just give
me a direct order.”

“I did no such thing,” she said, stepping back. “I
can’t give you an order.”

“Well of course you can, you outrank me.”

“Since when?”

“Since you were assigned to this squad. Any Hunter
assigned to a squad receives an equivalent rank of lieutenant.”

“Are you saying I out rank Wargner?”

“Well, yes and no. Although he is a Sergeant, he’s
also the squad commander and since you’re a member of this squad,
then he’s your commanding officer.”

“Wonderful,” Kile said, throwing up her arms and
turning away from the fire. “Can you guys make this any more
confusing than it already is?”

“Well, as a matter of interest. Since you do possess
the rank of lieutenant…”

“Wait… hold that thought.” She said, lifting her
nose to the wind.

They were back, hovering on the very edge of her
senses. The same smell, but it wasn’t a valrik. That was where she
made her mistake. That’s why they couldn’t find them in the
forest.

“Gulrik,” she whispered and ran across the clearing
to where Grim was standing. She reached under her pack and drew out
her Lann, quickly strapping them on.

“Grim, you and Vesper, wait here. If I see anything
I’ll send you a message. If I run into any problems, you are to
alert the camp.”

-And how am I supposed to do that?-

Grim asked.

“I don’t know. Go stomp on Wargner’s foot. You’re
pretty good at doing that.”

“Kile, what’s going on?” Tullner asked when she
passed him on her way out of camp.

“The reason your men couldn’t find anything was
because they were looking for valrik. That, and they made so much
noise trumping through the forest. It’s not valrik who have been
following us, it’s a gulrik,” She said, running out into the
woods.

“Wait, you can’t go out there alone,” he called out
to her, but she already disappeared into the darkness.

 


He knew he should report to Sergeant Wargner and
tell him what just happened. Tell him the Hunter went off into the
woods alone. Unfortunately, the Sergeant made it quite clear she
was the Corporal’s responsibility. Tullner had no other choice but
to go after her.

He followed Kile into the darkness of the forest,
leaving the noises of the other soldiers, and the light of the
campfire, behind him. The shadows didn’t actually creep in on him.
It was more like they crashed down upon him. It was almost like
being struck blind as he stumbled his way forward until his eyes
adjusted to the night. The deeper he went, the more quite the world
became and the only sounds were those of his own amplified foot
falls. Where did the girl get off to so quickly, and how did she do
it so quietly, was beyond him.

There was no use running since he didn’t know where
he was going and the trees were already closing in on him,
swallowing any path he was likely to follow. He wasn’t even sure if
he would be able to find his way back to camp. A sound off to his
right caught his attention and his hand instinctively went to his
sword. He never got a chance to draw it. Something struck him from
behind, forcing him face first, into the tall grass.

“Stay down and be quiet,” she whispered in his ear
when she removed her hand from his mouth.

She didn’t wait for him to respond, or to even see
if he was all right. She quietly moved through the grass ahead of
him, stopping by the base of a large tree. Crouching, she raised
her nose to the wind. If he didn’t know better, he would have sworn
she was sniffing the air, like one of his hunting dogs. She quickly
turned in his direction, and although she wasn’t looking at him, he
could see her eyes. They were the color of gold and her pupils were
but narrow black slits, like those of a wild cat.

At that moment, Tullner wanted nothing more than to
run back to camp and beyond. The fields of home were looking more
and more inviting. He had seen his share of strange things and
wanted nothing more to do with them.

Kile sprang away from the tree, moving farther away
from where Tullner believed the camp was located. Against his
better judgment, he followed her. She was his responsibility and
his orders were to keep her from harm, but he was starting to
wonder who was supposed to keep her from harming him.

She stopped suddenly and motioned for him to do the
same. He was grateful to see her eyes were back to normal,
although, he was starting to doubt there was anything normal about
this girl.

“There,” she whispered.

Tullner crept up beside her and looked in the
direction she was pointing. It took him a moment to see what it was
she wanted him to see. His first thought was that of a thin child,
standing in the forest. It was about three, possibly four, feet
tall, with long, thin arms that hung down at its side. Its skin was
the color of river mud, and its head was narrow with yellow eyes
that reflected what little light there was in the forest. It moved
without a sound as if wasn’t actually there and was only a vision
his mind was using to drive him mad.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Gulrik,” she replied. “Kin to the valrik, but
smaller… and more psychotic.”

“Is that what’s been following us?”

“One of them, at least. There should be more.”

“I don’t see any more, I think he’s alone,” Tullner
replied, scanning the forest.

“Don’t bet on it.”

“I think we can take him,” he said and started to
get to his feet.

“Are you mad?” she hissed, pulling him back down.
“We should get back to camp and inform your Sergeant Wargner.”

“He won’t believe you without proof.” Tullner
explained.

“Then we have to make him believe. The only
advantage we have now, is they don’t know, we know, they’re
there.”

Tullner never heard what she said. He was already
half way to the lone gulrik.

The drawing of his sword sliced thought the silence,
like metal on bone. One hit was all he would need to take this
thing down, but when he swung, there was nothing there. The
creature's speed surprised him and before he knew it, it got behind
him. Turning quickly, he blocked the gulrik’s blade. Although it
was fast, it wasn’t powerful. He was sure he could keep the
creature at bay, and might have been able beat it.

“Tullner, behind you.”

He turned just in time to avoid an attack from a
second gulrik who came out of nowhere. These creatures didn’t make
a sound as they moved through the tall grass. Fighting in unison,
they drove him back and systematically broke down his defenses. One
of their blades slid under Tullner’s sword, nicking the side of his
leg. The wound wasn’t deep, but it burned and it felt as if his
entire leg was on fire. The second gulrik came in high, working off
his companion’s distraction. Tullner didn’t have time to get his
blade up and knew he made his first, and last, mistake. He tried to
dodge the attack when something large slammed into him, knocking
him out of the way. When he hit the ground he lost his glasses and
wasn’t able to see what saved him. All he knew was a large gray
blur was now standing over him, defending him against the two
gulrik, who were keeping their distance. They started to circle,
splitting up and coming in on both sides. When the gray blur went
for one of the gulrik, the second one tried to attack it from
behind, but something stopped it.

Frantically searching the ground for his glasses,
Tullner found them and quickly put them on, just in time to see
Kile parry one of the gulrik’s attacks. She deflected its weapon
with the blade in her left hand and drove the blade in her right
hand through its chest as the small creature dropped to the ground.
The remaining gulrik took to the woods with two wolves in pursuit.
She watched them run and it seemed to Tullner, she wanted
desperately to join in the hunt, but instead, she turned to where
he was laying.

“You idiot,” She shouted, opening the pouch on her
belt. She knelt down beside him and opened a small vile containing
a blue powder which she applied to the wound on his leg. Tullner
wasn’t looking at her, or the powder, but at the large gray wolf
who sat behind her.

“Fortunately, it's not deep,” she said, and she
started to bandage the wound. “Gulrik’s tend to poison their
blades”

“Poison?”

“It’s not lethal, but it does burn and if not
treated I’m told it can get worse. Lucky for you, a friend of mine
is a brilliant healer.”

She looked up when two wolves emerged from the
forest.

“Don’t move,” she warned him and walked to where the
wolves waited.

Tullner slowly looked around him. They were now
surrounded by a total of five gray wolves as well as three dead
gulrik.

 


-We are sorry, we lost it.-

The wolf, known as Tyloner, told Kile when she
approached. His words were filled with visions of the gulrik moved
faster and farther into the woods, until he was swallowed up by the
darkness.

“It’s alright. I underestimated their speed, I
didn’t think they could move that fast.”

-Is the vir okay?-

The second wolf asked, looking past Kile to where
Tullner was even now trying to get to his feet.

“He’ll live,” Kile replied, although she couldn’t
help but detect a serious lack of any sincerity in the wolf’s
words.

-Too bad,-

The wolf replied and headed back to the others.

“Thank you again Tyloner, for your assistance.”

-Always Kile, you have but to ask. It has been many
cycles since you have walked in these woods.-

“I’m afraid it might be a few more before I can come
back,” she replied. “The vir are at war with the Uhyre.”

-Yes, we have heard such things.-

“Then you should move your pack further north, it
may not be safe here anymore.”

-You may be right. The hunting has been bad as of
late, although the journey will not be an easy one. You will rejoin
your pack, then?-

“I don’t have much of a choice at the moment. I
can’t leave them just yet. If I bring back one of the gulrik’s
bodies, that might help them better understand.”

-We shall stay in the area for as long as your pack
is here, should you need us again.-

“Thank you again, Tyloner.”

She bid the wolf goodbye and watched as he led his
pack off into the woods, leaving her alone with Tullner. How much
of this was she going to have to explain? Wiping her blade on the
back of her leg, she sheathed it before returning to the wounded
soldier.

“How’s the leg?” she asked.

“What exactly happened?”

“We won. Now, how’s your leg?”

“It's fine... I guess. How exactly did we win?”

“Can you walk on it?”

“Yeah, it doesn’t hurt anymore. It wasn’t that bad
to begin with.”

“Good,” she said, and motioned to the dead gulrik.
“Pick that thing up and let’s get back to camp.”

 


Tullner lugged the dead gulrik back through the
woods. He wrapped it in his cloak to make it easier for him to
carry, not so much physically, since the creatures were rather
small, but mentally. He couldn’t take looking at it any longer.

He was surprised at just how far they had actually
gone and realized, if he was alone, he wouldn’t have found his way
back. Kile, on the other hand, knew exactly where they were going
and led him right into the center of camp.

“Sergeant Wargner, they’re back,” a soldier cried
out when the two emerged from the forest.

Wargner stormed across the campground toward them,
looking more livid than he usually was.

“Where the hell have you been, Corporal?” he
shouted. “Do you think this is some social gathering for your
amusement?”

“No sir… we were…”

“You were what, Corporal?”

“It’s just that, sir…”

“You think you can wander off where you please. We
are not back in your little hick town where you can take your girl
off into the woods for a…”

“Don’t even go there,” Kile shouted, pushing between
them.

“You’re already in a world of trouble, don’t even
start with me.”

Turning, Kile grabbed the corner of the cloak which
Tullner was carrying. She gave it a quick jerk and flipped the
lifeless body of the gulrik in the air. It landed at the Sergeant’s
feet, who, she was happy to see, actually jumped back in
surprise.

“What the hell is that?” he shouted.

“That is a gulrik. And they have been following us
for the last two days.”

“How is this possible?” he asked.

Kile looked down at the gulrik and shrugged.

“They have feet, they can walk.”

“That’s not what I meant,” the Sergeant said,
grinding his teeth before taking a deep breath. He directed his
next question to Tullner. “Was he the only one?”

“No, sir, there was a total of four, that I saw,
could have been more. We were able to eliminate three of them, but
one got away.”

The Sergeant went back to shouting.

“You let one escape?”

“It couldn’t be helped, sir.” Tullner replied.

“This is what I get for agreeing to have amateur in
my squad,” he said turning his anger back on Kile. “Through your
incompetence, they now know we are aware of them. You don’t think I
already knew they were out there and following us?”

“Honestly, I don’t think you had a clue,” she
replied, watching his face turn to a lovely shade of purple. “Now,
if you’ll excuse me, I’m tired and I’m going to bed.”

“Don’t you dare turn your back on me, missy.”

She already gave up trying to understand the
Sergeant, so why would she want to stand there and debate him. He
was going to believe what he wanted to believe and there was
nothing she could say that would change his opinion of her. She
turned her back and walked Grim into the woods.
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Kile wanted so desperately to wake up and find them
all gone. Sort of like a last ditch punishment from Sergeant
Wargner, but she wasn’t that lucky. Perha Squad was still asleep
when she got up. She was glad to see they had, at the very least,
doubled the guards. There were now four men sitting around the
dwindling campfire. She decided not to bother them and headed off
into the wild to find breakfast.

The woods sounded a little more alive and she
couldn’t smell the presence of the gulrik anymore. She knew they
didn’t all go home, back to the wastelands. That would be too much
to hope for. She decided to call on a few of the birds for
information. Usually, she tried to avoid speaking with the birds so
early in the morning as their high pitched melodic voices often
gave her a headache, but she made it a point not to let them know
that. Surprisingly, the surrounding area was clear, which only
worried her more. If the gulrik knew the soldiers were aware of
them, then their need for stealth was at an end. It was only a
matter of time before they would be an open confrontation.

Collecting some berries and some edible foliage, she
headed back to her camp where she shared the food with Vesper. Even
the yarrow was a little more at ease today.

- So are we leaving?-

Grim asked in his usual contemptuous tone.

“Are you going to ask me that every morning?”

-Only until you say yes.-

“I can’t just leave them here.”

-And why not?-

“To tell you the truth, I ask myself that same
question every night, and about the only answer which come close
is, if I returned to base camp with no soldiers, it wouldn’t look
too good.”

-I suppose not, but why even go back there?-

“You’re talking desertion,” she said as she started
to pack up her campsite. “You can’t just leave the military. I
think they have a rule against that.”

Although, she hated to admit it, she did think about
it more than once.

She tied her kit to Grim’s harness, set Vesper on
the pony’s head and mounted up. The sounds of Perha Squad’s camp
being dissembled reached her in the forest and she knew a new day
was just about to start. Unfortunately, it too would be filled with
problems. If Sergeant Wargner kept his course, and she had no doubt
he would, they would be passing through the lowlands by
mid-afternoon.

She spurred Grim forward to stand upon the outer
edge of Perha Squad’s camp and watched the men go about their
business. Again, she noticed a few of them glancing up at her while
they completed their tasks, but those quick glances were not like
the glances several days ago. These faces were filled with
curiosity, as if they were noticing her for the very first
time.

Sergeant Wargner stood on the opposite side of the
camp. His look never changed; he still didn’t want her in Perha
Squad, not that he had much of a choice.

The soldiers finally broke down the last of the
camp, loaded it up on the horses and were on the move again. She
waited until the column passed before taking her place at the end
of the line. Not exactly the proper place for a scout, she thought,
but at least she didn’t have to deal with the Sergeant.

As the column moved out, Tullner came back down the
line to ride alongside her.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t left yet,” she told him.

The young soldier laughed.

“I really didn’t think you would,” he said. “I have
a feeling you're too damn stubborn to let someone like Sergeant
Wargner run you off.”

“It’s got nothing to do with being stubborn,” she
said, although she wasn’t sure she believed it. Why was she really
staying? It wasn’t just to be a thorn in Wargner’s side, although
it was a contributing factor.

“Can I ask you a question, ma’am?”

Ma’am? Now she was ma’am, when did this happen?

“Fire away,” she replied.

“Last night, in the woods… the wolves?”

Looking over at Tullner, she could see the dilemma
in the young soldier’s face. On one hand, he wanted to confirm his
suspicions; on the other hand, he was still afraid of her. What did
he see last night? What did she do to bring about this change in
him? Was it just the wolves or was it something else? There was a
moment last night when she almost lost it, when the darkness crept
in on her and she almost let herself go. It was the hunt, when she
smelled the gulrik, when she caught the scent of her prey. In that
brief moment, she was alive. Had he not shown up when he did, what
would have happened? Would she have lost herself to her feral side
completely?

“You don’t really want to know, do you?” she asked
with a grin.

Hesitating, he looked at her, but he couldn’t make
eye contact for fear of what he might see. Tullner was a simple
country boy who lived a simple country life. His knowledge of the
world pretty much ended at the borders of Sprigtree. She knew,
because she lived the same life back in Riverport. He didn’t want
to know anything which might shake his foundation or question his
belief system. She was sure, if he had his way, he would go back to
his fields in Sprigtree as ignorant as when he was forced to leave
them.

“Yeah, you’re probably right, I don’t really think I
do,” he finally replied.

“Ma’am.”

Turning, she saw two more riders joined them at the
end of the line. The one who spoke was a slim young man with short
blonde hair and a long narrow face. He had a red splotch on the
side of his neck, whether it was some rash or an unfortunate
birthmark, she didn’t know. The other young soldier was pale with
black hair and dark drooping eyes, giving him the appearance of a
man half asleep.

“Is there a problem?” she asked

“No, ma’am,” the blonde haired soldier quickly
replied. He appeared a little nervous, and seemed to be looking
everywhere but at her. “It’s just that… well… we heard what
Corporal Tullner told the Sergeant and, well, we were wondering if
it was true.”

“I’m not sure,” she said, turning to look over at
Tullner. “I didn’t hear what Corporal Tullner told the
Sergeant.”

“I didn’t say anything which wasn’t true,” Tullner
replied a little too quickly.

She turned back to the blonde haired boy.

“What exactly did you want to know, Private…?”

“Sandson, ma’am. Private William Sandson, and this
is Private Dion Essoris, and over there, that’s Private Rayan
Nasom.” He said, pointing to a third soldier who she hadn’t noticed
before. He was a lot shorter than the others with shocking red hair
and green eyes which were hidden behind a pair of ill-fitting
glasses.

“What exactly did you want to know about, Private
Sandson?” she asked.

He didn’t immediately answer her, and instead he
looked over at the other two young men. There was a non-verbal
exchange between them before Sandson would say anything. It
appeared they elected him as their spokesman.

“It’s about the… gulrik… ma’am. Did you really kill
all three of them?”

Did she kill all three of them? There were three
dead gulrik in the end, but everything happened so quickly, she
wasn’t sure. She remembered seeing Tullner run toward the lone
gulrik, but gulrik never travel alone. That’s when the others
appeared. They rose up out of the grass all around him. She
remembered drawing her Lann, and felt the presence of the wolves in
the area who she called out to, but beyond that, the rest was a
blur.

“She sure did,” Tullner answered for her. “I only
saw the one. I didn’t see any of the others. Before I knew it, I’m
being attacked by two of them. If she hadn’t stepped in, I wouldn’t
be here now.”

He said nothing about the wolves. Did he tell
Sergeant Wargner about them, or did he conveniently leave them out
of that story as well?

The three young soldiers spoke quietly together,
although it was a rather animated discussion. She didn’t really
like the direction this was going in. She didn’t want to be known
for how many kills she racked up, that was not her way. She would
have been quite happy to let the gulrik leave in peace and report
back to Sergeant Wargner, but Tullner was right. Without the proof,
he would never have believed her, not that it had much of an impact
on his plans.

“Is it true you’ve actually seen the valrik?”
Essoris asked.

“Yes. I’ve seen them,” she replied.

How could she not, she was captured by them and
taken into the wastelands, although it seemed so long ago now.

“I heard they are… well… quite vicious,” Nasom
added.

Vicious seemed to be an over exaggeration. They
weren’t exactly friendly, if that’s what he meant, but she wouldn’t
go as far as to label them vicious.

“Haven’t any of you encountered the valrik?” she
asked.

She knew they weren’t battle hardened veterans, or
at least, not all of them. Even Corporal Tullner hinted at that,
but she figured they must have had a few skirmishes. Why else would
they have been selected to walk into enemy territory if they didn’t
have the proper training?

The three soldiers looked at each other sheepishly
and she already knew the answer before Sandson said it.

“No, ma’am.”

“It’s as I said before,” Tullner added, “most of
these boys, myself included, didn’t even know about the war until
we were told to report to Carhay.”

“I was working with my father, when Lord Coroona’s
men arrived,” Sandson replied. “I can remember it clearly. I was
taking Miss Belford’s measurements when the shop doors opened and
three soldiers entered. My father seemed to know what they were
there for and spoke to them in the back room. They left without
saying a word to me. My father just kept staring at me for the rest
of the afternoon and I knew something was wrong. It wasn’t until
closing time that he finally told me I had three days to report to
Carhay for basic training.”

“I was making deliveries when they came for me,”
Essoris said with a laugh. “I had just dropped off my last order
and was on my way back when I saw the soldiers leaving. I thought
it was my father they came for. Image my surprise when I was told
to report to Carhay. I guess I should have been more worried about
it at the time, but my only concern was, how my father was going to
continue without me. He’s not a young man anymore.”

“My father was forced to choose which of his sons to
send,” Nasom said, pushing up his glasses and looking at the
others. “I have six brothers and two sisters. My father is ill, so
Danny, my oldest brother, takes care of the farm. Ricky and Timothy
help Danny, Todd and Ritchie are too young so I was the most
expendable.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Kile replied. “I’m sure it
wasn’t easy for your father to make the choice.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Nasom sighed as he stared off into
the distance.

“I didn’t have a father to make the decision,”
another soldier said, falling back to join the conversation. He was
a round, heavy set, young man, with short red hair and a large red
nose. She remembered him as the soldier who couldn’t get on his
horse, back at base camp. He seemed happy enough when he joined the
group.

“Yeah, I was working at my shop, I own a small
bakery on the east side of Torran, when the goons showed up. They
gave me five days to close up my business and report to Carhay for
training.”

“This is Private Halgar Haland,” Sandson said,
introducing the round young man. “He’s our resident cook.”

“So, it’s true, you actually did trounce the
gulrik?” Haland asked with a laugh.

“That’s what they’re saying,” Kile replied.

“Yeah, you should have seen it. She snuck right up
on them. They didn’t even know she was there,” Tullner added.

“I don’t know why they didn’t send you out in the
first place, like you asked.” Sandson said. “I’m beginning to
wonder whose side Sergeant Wargner’s on.”

“Don’t say things like that,” Tullner snapped.
“Sergeant Wargner is doing his best. If anybody can get us back
home safely, it’s him.”

Kile had the distinct feeling Tullner didn’t really
believe what he was saying.

The column suddenly came to a stop, and the men in
the back were stretching their necks to see what was happening in
the front, but Kile was sure she already knew. They reached the
lowlands and a quick sniff of the air told her the lands were
rather damp.

Within moments, Corporal Duffy came riding down the
line. He was a little surprised to see Kile surrounded by other
soldiers, especially when the other soldiers were not in
formation.

“Sergeant Wargner wants you up front,” he said.

“Does he now?” she replied.

“What’s up, Duffy?” Tullner asked.

Duffy gave Tullner a look which clearly stated it
was none of his business. It was clear to Kile the power struggle
between the two of them finally reached a conclusion, and it wasn’t
in Tullner’s favor.

“The Sergeant wants you up front… now,” Duffy
demanded.

“What? No please.” she said, urging Grim
forward.

Tullner followed her as she made her way up the
column, past the other riders, to reach Sergeant Wargner who was
standing on the edge of a very large lake. He seemed a little put
out, but then, he expected to see an open field. The field was
always flooded this time of year, what with the melting snow in the
mountains. The water, finding its way down through the crags,
filled the lower lands, resulting in a lake which usually remained
until midsummer. It was a nesting place for many of the water fowls
and Kile was happy to see at least one family of geese who didn’t
let the presence of the valrik keep them from their home.

Sergeant Wargner turned to look at her.

“So?” he asked.

Kile dismounted and walked to the edge of the lake.
She looked both left and right, and then dipped the toe of her boot
into the water.

“It’s a lake all right,” she replied.

“I know it’s a… a lake.” Wargner said, grinding his
teeth. “What I need to know is, how do I get around it?”

It would have been so easy, at this moment, to point
out she warned him about the presence of the lake, but she just
couldn’t bring herself to do it. The man was having a bad day as it
was and she didn’t want to add to it.

“There may be a place west of here,” she said,
“where the water isn’t as deep. We may be able to ford it
there.”

“And you know where this place is?” Wargner
asked.

“I’ve used it, once or twice.” She replied.

“Then lead the way.”

Mounting up, she turned Grim west, along the lake’s
edge.

“I did warn you,” she whispered when she passed
Sergeant Wargner. She could almost hear his teeth grinding.

 


It didn’t take Kile long to find that section of the
lake which was shallow enough to cross, but if she didn’t know it
was there, she would never have found it. The water was dark and
muddy. The deepest parts of the lake looked no different than the
shallow parts. She came this way, once, during a routine delivery
to Shrop. Back then, she was unaware of the lake effect, and it was
the black-hoofed mountain deer who came to her aide. They showed
her the way to cross, and what to look for in the future. It was
shortly after that mission when the Guild put a hold on all class E
assignments. Her next mission was a class D delivery to a Mr. David
Draw. It marked a turning point in her career.

Motioning Grim forward, he stepped into the lake.
The water came up as high as the furry tufts of hair which covered
his hoofs. She was grateful to see the land bridge was still
intact. Grim cautiously moved out into the middle lake and the rest
of the squad followed. The column moved slowly, in a single line,
across the surface of the water and, eventually, to dry ground on
the opposite side.

“I guess you’re useful for something after all,”
Sergeant Wargner said when he came up the bank, but Kile didn’t
hear him. She was reaching out with her Edge, stretching it across
the wild, but all she could feel was the emptiness. There was
nothing there, or at least, nothing natural. Whatever they were,
they were high in the crags and they were waiting.
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Quickly spurring Grim forward, she cut Sergeant
Wargner off.

“Stop, you can’t go any further,” she told him.

“What is the meaning of this?” Wargner shouted.

“They’re waiting for us. It’s an ambush,” she
replied.

“What are you on about? Who are waiting for us?”

That was actually a good question. Who were they? It
wasn’t the valrik, or the gulrik this time, that much she was
certain of, but there was something else out there, something which
didn’t quite fit. The last time she had these feelings, was when
she encountered the Minotaur of Calder falls. The Minotaur existed
in two worlds, the natural world, and the world of the vir, but
this was different. Whatever was out there waiting for them,
whatever was stalking them, was something she had never encountered
before. They were creatures torn between the world of nature, and
someplace entirely different.

“We have to go back. I don’t know what’s out there,
but whatever it is… it’s not right,” she told the Sergeant.

“If you are scared then go back to the end of the
column,” Corporal Duffy shouted, Wargner held up his hand to
silence him.

“Ready the men,” wall all he said.

“Yes, sir,” Duffy replied, although, he didn’t seem
too happy about it.

Across a field of wild flowers and tall grass, the
walls of the mountain rose sharply, blocking their way, save for a
single entrance. This was the opening to the crags, a natural maze
of high hills and low valleys, created by rivers of water cascading
down the mountain for countless years. A network of paths which
meandered their way through the lowlands, where a careless traveler
could easily find himself returning to the place he started from,
if he was lucky.

It took less than an hour for the men to ready
themselves. Riding wear was put away for something more durable,
and they donned helmets. Lances were handed out and every man bore
a shield adorn with the Fennel crest.

Sergeant Wargner stared at the crags.

Kile only ventured into the crags on one occasion,
and that was out of sheer boredom. Of course, back then, she wasn’t
being stalked by some unseen, unknown creatures. She had to wonder,
was Wargner’s decision to ready the men based on her fears or
his?

The column advanced slowly across the field, Wargner
led the way with Duffy by his side. Kile had to give the sergeant
credit. He never flinched or hesitated when he came within the
shadows of the valley. Was it ignorance, bravery or stubborn pride
which pushed him on? He either knew the path to take, or he was
just heading east, keeping the setting sun to his back. Before they
knew it, Perha Squad was deep in the crags.

Kile followed up the rear with Tullner on one side
and Sandson on the other. The two men were now armed and were
keeping an eye on the cliffs. Although no one could see anything,
there was a general feeling of uneasiness.

-Don’t like-

Vesper said from his perch atop Grim’s head.

“What’s out there Vesper? Do you know?” she
asked.

-Not sure, don’t like, don’t know-

The words he spoke carried with them visions of
something clouded and hidden. Vesper didn’t know what he felt, but
his feelings created a murky picture which Kile had to concentrate
on to see. At times it felt very much like a wolf, but she always
had a strong familiarity with wolves and this was no wolf. At other
times it was almost reptilian, but whatever they were, they were
not natural.

She didn’t want to do it, but she knew she had no
choice. Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge and reached out
with her consciousness. It didn’t take her long before she found
them. They were a lot closer than she anticipated, and they were
moving fast. If she could just pinpoint their location, find out
where they were heading, she may be able to remove the element of
surprise, but it meant linking with them. Stretching out further,
she hesitated before touching them, and that’s when she realized
her mistake.

She felt herself falling into the shadows. Thick
black strands of molasses were reaching out to her once again,
wrapping around her and pulling her further in the darkness. Was
this the Maligar? She had not called upon it, nor did want it.
Struggling against the strands, which were now tightly wrapped
around her, she knew she had to maintain control. It took every
ounce of her will to pull herself free, but she still couldn’t
leave, not yet. She had to keep the darkness at bay long enough so
she could see what these creatures were seeing.

She was now moving fast along the crests of the
hills. She could feel the dampness of the coming night and the cold
wind from the northern peaks. She could hear the sounds of riders
and she could smell the blood of vir. They were close, over the
next hill or the one after that. It didn’t matter, she could move
quietly and at great speed. She topped the hill and looked down
into the valleys and that’s where she saw them. The vir upon their
horses, moving in a straight line, completely unaware she was above
them, watching them pass.

She wasn’t sure what she said or, more to the point,
what she screamed. She wasn’t even sure if it was a word, it could
have been the cry of an animal. It echoed from the hilltops around
her, and was answered by other voices.

Breaking away from the Maligar, she snapped back
into her own head, into her own body and nearly fell off the back
of Grim. Tullner quickly moved to catch her while Sandson spurred
his horse forward to battle.

The cries might have given away their positions, but
they still held the advantage as they charged into the column from
both sides, taking down vir and mount alike. They were low to the
ground and muscular in a way an animal shouldn’t be. With wide
heads and narrow muzzles, covered in coarse black fur, they
mockingly resembled wolves, but their tails were long and scaly,
and they used them with deadly accuracy.

“Watch out!” She heard Tullner yell as one
broadsided Grim, knocking the legs out from under the pony. Kile
soon found herself flying through the air, only to meet with a hard
landing. She tried to get to her feet, but for some reason, she
couldn’t think straight. She could still feel the lingering effects
of the Maligar and the overpowering scent of blood consumed her.
She no longer knew, nor cared, who she was.

The creature did not appear to have an appetite for
the pony, only the vir. It quickly turned and its powerful legs
propelled it across the ground toward her. Kile didn’t hesitate,
nor did she think. She ran at the creature, and when it lunged for
her, she leapt over its head, barely avoiding its powerful jaws.
Grabbing hold of its thick fur, she landed on its back. The beast
spun, trying to dislodge her. She drove her fingers into its eyes
and the screams she heard in her head, were deafening. The darkness
of the Maligar reached out to her from the very edges of her
sanity, all the while laughing.

It rolled, forcing her to release it, or risk being
crushed beneath its weight. She tumbled and quickly regained her
footing, grabbing the nearest thing to a weapon she could find, the
broken end of a lance. The creature, now half-blind, charged. She
slid down under its gaping maw and forced the spear shard up
through its neck. It staggered and thrashed around before it
finally fell motionless.

Grabbing the shard, she pulled it free when
something small and white flew at her. It latched onto the sleeve
of her shirt. Quickly spinning, she tried to dislodge it, but it
was too quick. It darted up her arm, over her shoulder and she felt
a blinding white pain in her ear. Vesper bit her.

Dropping the spear shard, she fell to her knees,
clutching her ear. Everything seemed to be spinning out of control
and she wanted to pass out, but instead of going blurry, the
visions around her became crystal clear.

“What happened?” she asked.

-You went nuts-so coo-coo, child.-

Grim said, coming up beside her.

“Vesper?” She called, looking around. She spotted
the yarrow some distance away.

-Kile mad?-

He asked. Through his eyes, she saw herself. She
looked half crazed. It was no wonder Vesper didn’t want to be
anywhere near her.

“I am so sorry… Vesper, please forgive me,” she
pleaded.

-Kile alright?-

He asked.

“I think so. I’m back to normal.”

Grim snorted.

-When have you ever been normal, child?-

“Fine, then I’m back to being me. Is that
better?”

The yarrow quickly scurried across the ground,
leaping up onto her arm as she got to her feet. Her ear was
bleeding, but at least it was still there. She had no idea yarrows
had such sharp teeth.

Looking around the battlefield, she saw Tullner
staring at her from a distance. This was going to be harder to
explain than the wolves, she thought, but it would have to wait.
She made her way to the fallen creature. Kneeling down beside it,
she ran her hand over the still warm body. It was like nothing she
had ever seen before. Nothing she had ever read about even came
close to matching its description. It was not of the natural realm,
that much was plain to see, and it wasn’t really of the mortal
realm. She really didn’t have much hope in the divine realm, which
kind of left her without realms. Although, she would be the first
to admit, the whole realm concept eluded her. Maybe she should have
spent a little more time studying the philosophical theories.

Getting to her feet, she looked down the length of
the column. They were attacked by four such creatures. They may
have won, but at what cost? Three men lay dead and two more were
wounded. Of the dead, she knew only one by name, Dion Essoris. She
had spoken to the young soldier, not more than a few hours ago.
What would his father do without him?

Sandson was only mildly wounded. The chain-mail he
wore was torn away at the sleeve, but it appeared to have protected
most of his arm. The wound was carelessly wrapped in a torn
cloth.

“Are you all right?” he asked, looking down at the
beast.

“I am but I don’t know about Tullner,” she
replied.

Sandson turned to where Tullner was now sitting on
the ground. The Corporal looked a bit pale, but slowly got to his
feet.

“I’m… I’m all right,” he stammered.

Sandson kicked at the fur covered body which lay
sprawled on the ground.

“Well, it looks like you guys handled yourself
pretty well, I’m almost sorry I left you,” he said with a forced
smile. “You wouldn’t happen to know what these things are, would
you?”

“I’m afraid not, I’ve never seen anything like
this,” Kile replied. She looked to where the soldiers were now
gathering. “How bad?” she asked.

“We lost Kelther, Essoris, and Totely, and it
doesn’t look like Renop is going to be of much use.”

“What about you?”

Sandson looked down at his left arm and flexed his
fingers.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he said. “Come on, we
should probably see what’s going on.”

Turning, the young soldier headed to where the
others were gathering. Kile started to follow, but Tullner grabbed
her by the arm.

“What just happened?” he asked.

She was going to tell him, they had just survived an
ambush, but she knew that’s not the answer he wanted. The problem
was, she didn’t have an answer to his question. Was it because she
didn’t know herself or because she didn’t want to know?

“Nothing,” she said, pulling her arm free. She
followed Sandson.

The dead were laid out carefully to one side. Two of
the soldiers were covered with their cloaks, while the third had
the Perha Squad banner draped over him. The wounded were being
treated, but it didn’t look as if any of the soldiers had any
skills in healing or first aide. Sergeant Wargner stood over one of
the fallen creatures. He appeared to be free of any injury.

“Is this the best they have?” he asked in his harsh
gravelly voice. He turned to Corporal Duffy. “Get the men settled,
we take Coopervill at first light.”

“Are you serious?” Kile shouted.

“I don’t think I asked for your opinion, Hunter,”
Wargner said, turning his back on her.

“A quarter of your men are out of commission right
now. Do you really think rushing in head first is the best option
at this moment?”

“You do not understand war, Hunter. They think they
gained the upper hand, but they failed. We have to act quickly
before they can regroup.”

“They aren’t regrouping, they don’t have to regroup.
They have control over the town.”

“I seriously doubt that. It was clear from this
futile attempt to waylay us, they are running scared.”

“Running scared? They aren’t running anywhere,” Kile
exclaimed. “At the very least let me go and check the area out. I
know Coopervill. I…”

“You? You think you can do a better job than us, is
that it? You Hunters always think you’re better than the
military.”

“That’s not what I said. I was only…”

“That’s enough. Not another word, Hunter, or I’ll
have you up on charges of insubordination.”

“Incompetent idiot,” She said to herself, or she
thought she said it to herself. Unfortunately, she was still
yelling at the time.

“Corporal Duffy, take Hunter Veller into
custody.”

Tullner ran forward, putting himself between Duffy
and Kile.

“Sir, is that really necessary?” he asked.

“Stand down Corporal.” Sergeant Wargner ordered.
“You are already on thin ice with me.”

“But sir, maybe you should listen to her, she’s been
right so far. The gulrik, the lake, the ambush…”

“I said stand down, Corporal, or you may find
yourself joining her.”

The two stared at one another for what seemed like
an eternity. Tullner looked away first, and sighed. Kile thought
the young man was backing down, and she really couldn’t blame him.
There wasn’t much Wargner could do to her, but he was a soldier.
Wargner could make his life miserable, or more miserable than it
was right now.

“Then maybe I should join her.” Tullner said.

“So be it,” Wargner replied, turning his back on the
young man. “Corporal Duffy, you will take Private Robert Tullner
into custody as well. Is there anyone else who wishes to join
them?” He asked, looking at the men who appeared to be concerned,
if not frightened, by the turn of events. This was not the mission.
Sneak into Denal, recon the mining town of Coopervill and return
with any information, there was nothing about retaking it. What was
Sergeant Wargner thinking?

Even though she could tell, the men clearly knew
there was something wrong, they said nothing. They diverted their
eyes and went about their order. Duffy stepped forward and motioned
for Tullner to hand over his weapon.

“You just threw away a promising career,” he said,
taking Tullner’s sword and handing it to Private Lesh.

Kile had no intentions of handing over her weapons,
but to her surprise, Duffy never asked for them. He just directed
them to one side of the makeshift camp and assigned Private Lesh to
guard them.

“So, how do you think I’m doing on my first
assignment as a scout for the military?” she asked, taking a seat
beside Tullner, but the young soldier said nothing and seemed a bit
agitated.

“Look Tullner, you didn’t do anything wrong,” she
said, trying to reassure him.

“Yeah, well, it’s easy for you to say.” He replied.
“They can’t do anything to you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you know? Although Hunters are considered a
branch of the military in times of war, the military has no
disciplinary jurisdiction over them. They can’t try you or punish
you. You’ll have to answer to your Guild.”

“Oh, is that all,” she laughed. “If that’s the case
I’ll be lucky if I survive this.”

Kile sat and watched while the men readied their
equipment. Entering a hostile Coopervill from the western road was
paramount to suicide, but they weren’t going to listen to her. They
followed Sergeant Wargner this far, and they were bound to follow
him all the way, even it if was into the ground. Why was entering
Coopervill so important to risk the lives of these men? When did
this turn from a simple recon mission into a military operation to
recapture a town? It wasn’t as if Coopervill held any strategic
advantage. There were very few places in the Denal province with
any strategic advantage, but if that was the case, then why did the
Uhyre desire it? Questions piled upon questions and she would be
the first to admit, she just didn’t understand war.

They sat down to a dreary meal of hardtack and
water. Lighting a fire, this close to the enemy, was too risky.
They watched in three man shifts, although nobody slept. The night
dragged on and every noise from the darkness was amplified and
every shadow seemed to be stalking them.

Before the sun rose on the next morning, Sergeant
Wargner left to infiltrate Coopervill with thirteen men.

With three casualties, two seriously wounded men,
one man in custody, and one man to guard them all, it was all he
had left. The horses fared better. Each man was able to ride,
leaving three horses behind, and of course Grim, which no soldier
would entertain the thought of using. Kile helped the wounded the
best she could and even though she was able to bind their wounds
and administer a bit of first aid, she was definitely out of her
element.

The wound, Private Renop suffered to his left leg,
was extensive. Kile wondered if he would ever walk again. She
couldn’t help but think of Mr. Wollery, the old man who owned the
dry goods store in Coopervill. He was a Hunter, but an injury to
his leg ended his career. The healers said he would never walk
again, and although he moved with a noticeable limp, it was better
than the alternative. Of course, that was last year, when there was
a Coopervill. She had no idea where the old man was now, or if he
was still alive.

Private Hilnn’s injuries were far worse. The young
soldier was barely conscious. She never had the opportunity to
speak with him and now she probably never will. All she could do
was sit with him and wipe the sweat from his brow. The whole thing
seemed pointless.

Wargner left Private Lesh in charge, the tall, lean
red-haired man with the scrunched up face. He seemed a bit nervous
and often paced back and forth, staring in the direction Perha
Squad went. When he did sit down, and it wasn’t for very long, his
legs would twitch. He wasn’t very enthusiastic as a guard either,
and even returned Tullner’s weapon once they lost sight of the last
rider.

They sat in silence for most of the morning,
listening for any sound of the returning squad. If the night
dragged on, then the day must have been moving backwards or time
had stopped all together.

“How’s he doing?” Tullner asked, sitting across from
Kile. It was the first words he spoke to her, since they were
arrested, although, she wasn’t really sure they were arrested. She
looked down at Hilnn and his breathing appeared to be labored.

“I really don’t know,” she confessed. “This is way
beyond me.”

If she was being truthful, to herself and to
Tullner, she would have to say, Private Hilnn was dying. Most of
his wounds were internal. It didn’t take a healer to point out the
obvious, if Hilnn didn’t receive any proper treatment, his chances
of survival were limited, but there was also something else. There
was a smell which lingered about him. She wouldn’t bring herself to
say it was the smell of death, that would be too cliché, or creepy,
but there was definitely a scent, which was not there before.

“Can anything be done for him?” Tullner asked.

“If Daniel was here, he would know what to do,” she
replied.

“I feel so useless, just sitting here waiting. Can’t
you… I don’t know. Get us some information?”

“On what?”

“I don’t know. The squad, the town, whatever is
going on around us. I feel… isolated.”

“I know the feeling,” she replied.

A noise from the east stopped all conversation.
Private Lesh was first to his feet. He held his sword in a shaky
hand. Tullner drew his own weapon and placed himself between the
noise and the wounded.

“Hold a minute,” Kile called out. She recognized the
smell and it wasn’t a valrik, it was a vir.

Corporal Duffy stumbled under the weight of another
man, half carrying, half dragging the wounded soldier into camp.
Lesh was the first to reach them and freed the Corporal of his
burden. Kile helped him lay Private Browne down beside Hilnn. The
man was barely conscious. There was a laceration across his face,
which would probably leave him with a nice scar for the rest of his
life. Grabbing one of the canteens, she started to wipe the blood
away and clean the wound.

“What happened?” Tullner asked Duffy as he helped
the man sit down.

The Corporal just shook his head. Lesh handed him
one of the canteens.

“Duffy, what happened? Where’s Sergeant Wargner?
Where are the others?” Tullner asked.

“I… I don’t know,” he whispered. “They were
everywhere. They came from everywhere… there were so many of
them.”

“Duffy, what happened to the others? Are they
coming?” Tullner asked. He kept looking over at the woods,
expecting to see Perha Squad marching out at any moment, but nobody
came.

“Corporal Tullner… what should we do?” Lesh
asked.

“I’m not sure. Our first priority is to the squad,”
Tullner replied. “We have to find out what happened, if there are
any survivors and if we can save them.”

“There aren’t any,” Duffy said, grabbing Tullner’s
arm. “They’re all dead, they’re all dead. The valrik were
everywhere, they came from everywhere. We have to go. We have to
get out of here. We have to get back to base camp. We have to warn
the others.”

“We can’t just leave them,” Tullner said, pulling
his arm free.

“Didn’t you hear me? They’re all dead,” Duffy
shouted.

Kile knew they weren’t going to get a straight
answer out of Duffy, at least not yet. She would have to find out
what happened herself. Leaving Tullner to deal with the Corporal,
she slipped away from the camp site. She found it easier to
communicate with the natural world when she wasn’t being watched.
When she was no longer in sight of the others, she closed her eyes
and fell into her Edge, reaching out to all the living things in
the woods around them. The birds would be the most helpful, since
they see everything, but others would be needed as well, and so she
stretched out her awareness, calling to those she knew were in the
area. She could sense the darkness in the east, surrounding the
town of Coopervill. That was where those creatures were, those
strange reptilian wolves. She didn’t dare stretch her awareness in
that direction, not if she wanted to keep her sanity.

It didn’t take long before the birds began to
arrive. There were a variety of different species, but the crows
saw everything, because the crows always watched the
battlefields.

“Please show me what you saw,” she asked them, and
they did, and she wished they hadn’t.

 


“Where have you been?” Tullner asked Kile when she
returned to camp. She said nothing at first, taking a seat beside
the supplies. She took a long drink from the canteen before turning
to Duffy.

“Do you still have the maps?” she asked calmly,
although she wasn’t feeling very calm at the moment. She felt as
agitated as Lesh looked, but she knew she had to keep it together,
somebody had to keep it together if they wanted to get out of this
in one piece.

“What? What do you need maps for?”

“Do you still have them?” she asked again.

“Well… yeah, but…”

“Let me see them.”

“What is it?” Tullner asked, kneeling down beside
her. Duffy dug into his pack and pulled out the map case.

“They’re not all dead,” she finally said, taking the
maps from Duffy.

“What? What are you saying?” Tullner asked.

“That’s impossible. I saw them die,” Duffy
added.

“At least seven survived. They have been taken
prisoner, some are wounded, but I don’t know how badly,” she
said.

Unrolling the maps, she laid them out in front of
her. They were nowhere near as detailed as her maps, the maps Mr.
Wollery gave her, but she didn’t have those maps anymore. The funny
thing was they were probably no more than a couple of miles away,
with the rest of her supplies. They would have been taken to the
Guild house when Grim arrived back in Coopervill without her, the
day she was captured by the valrik. She never thought to reclaim
them, after she was set free by the Guild. She found herself back
in basic training not more than two weeks after the trial.

“They were taken here,” she said, indicating a point
on the map with her finger. “These are surface mines. I’m not too
familiar with them since I never had a reason to go up there, but
from what I’ve heard, they travel pretty far back into the
hillside.”

“Are you sure?” Tullner asked.

“Positive,” she replied. She never had a reason to
doubt the information the birds gave her before. She saw the
survivors taken to the mines.

“I said they’re all dead,” Duffy shouted, getting to
his feet. “I was there; I saw it.”

“You were there, but you didn’t see it,” Kile
replied.

He didn’t see what happen to the others, because he
ran. The crows showed her everything, and she saw him hiding, when
the others went forward. Even Sergeant Wargner, a man she disliked,
fought valiantly beside his men, but it wasn’t enough. She watched
him fall, brought down by one of those reptilian wolves. They had
been waiting for them. The moment they reached the center of town,
the enemy was upon them. From every door, every window, every dark
hole, pulling the horses down from under the riders. She saw
Private Browne gravely wounded, left for dead. Whether he feigned
it, until he felt it was safe to move, or regained consciousness at
the right time, she couldn’t tell. He crawled his way from the
field until he found Duffy by chance.

“We can’t leave them there. We have to get them
out.” Tullner said.

“How, sir? We don’t have nearly enough men to fight
our way through,” Lesh added.

“I say our first priority is to the mission. We have
to get back to base camp. We have to let them know what we saw,”
Duffy said.

“What, and leave our men to… to whatever those
things will do to them. I can’t… I won’t do that,” Tullner replied.
“If there is at least one of them still breathing, we have to do
everything we can to save them.”

“There is no way to get them out,” Duffy said,
looking between the two men. He was hoping for at least some
support from Lesh, but wasn’t going to get it.

“There may be a way,” Kile explained. “The surface
mines run the full width of the hillside. They don’t go deep into
the mountains. They have quite a few venting caves around the
backside. I know of someone who is familiar with the area. If there
is a way through, he will know.”

“If he’s still around you mean,” Renop added.

“Don’t worry about that, he’s around and he’s
willing to help. But it’s not our first problem. The first problem
is getting you guys out of here.”

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

“It means I’m doing what I should have done all
along. I’m going alone.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Look, as a Hunter, my first job is to protect the
people. I failed to do that.”

“That’s only because Sergeant Wargner wouldn’t let
you,” Lesh added.

“That’s no excuse. I should have made him
listen.”

“So what’s the plan?” Tullner asked.

“If this goes down, it’s going to go down fast. The
Uhyre won’t be too happy when I take away their prisoners, so I’ll
have to get them out of there as quickly as possible, which means,
we have to get the wounded to a safe place now.”

“What safe place?” Duffy asked with a nervous laugh.
“There isn’t any place safe around here.”

“That’s not exactly true,” Kile replied, pointing to
another place on the map. “It’s not shown, but there is an outpost
here called Moran. It’s part of the Callor province. You take the
wounded there and wait for me.”

“Look. There are six of us and only three horses,
how do you plan on getting us all to this outpost?”

“Five, I’ll be going with Kile,” Tullner
announced.

“I’ll move faster alone,” she replied.

“I have no doubt about that, but I’m also not
leaving my men behind.”

“Fine, but you do what I say, no questions
asked.”

“Deal.”

“That still doesn’t explain how we’re supposed to
get to the outpost,” Lesh asked.

“Grim will take you.” Kile said, looking over at the
pony. “He’ll carry the wounded. Renop, can you still ride?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

“Good. Duffy, you, Lesh and Renop will take the
three horses. Grim will take Browne and Hilnn.”

“What about you guys?” Renop asked. He was
staggering to get to his one good leg. “How are you going to get to
the outpost? As you said, the Uhyre aren’t going to just let you
go.”

“I’ve already arranged that… at least I think I
have.”
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“You have to go,” she said, removing Grim’s
harness.

-I am not leaving you here alone.-

“It’s the only way. You’re the only horse who can
carry two men that far. You’re also the only one who knows the way
to the outpost.”

-I don’t like it.-

“Look. You don’t have to listen to any of the vir.
I’ve already worked it out with the other horses. They are going to
follow you straight to the outpost. If any of the vir tries to
change course, they’ll find themselves walking.”

-You are getting devious, child.-

“Maybe you’re rubbing off on me.”

- If I was, we would be half way to the mountains by
now.-

“Well, there’s some truth to that,” she replied.

-You will, of course, take Vesper with you.-

Grim asked, as he headed toward the other
horses.

“Seriously?”

-Somebody has to watch over you, and if I’m to act
the pack mule for a pair of broken vir, he’s the next best
choice.-

“Wow Grim, I don’t know what to say.”

-Please, don’t get sappy on me. You’ve already
flipped out once, who's to say it won’t happen again.-

So much for sentiment, she thought.

“Is there a problem?” Tullner asked when he came up
behind her.

“No, no problems, just going over a few last minute
details,” she replied.

“With… your horse?”

“If this is going to work, everyone must know their
part,” she said, tossing her pack onto the pile with the rest of
the supplies. They would have to leave just about everything
behind, it was important to travel light.

“Yeah, but I still don’t know what our part is? You
do have a plan… don’t you?”

“Sort of,” Kile replied. “I’m still working out the
small details.”

She looked over to where Duffy was watching them.
She didn’t trust him, and the less he knew what she was planning on
doing, the better off she felt. She didn’t think he would go
running off to the valrik to warn them, he wasn’t that brave, and
he didn’t have motive to betray them, but for some reason, she felt
it better to keep him in the dark. It took some doing, but she even
convinced the horses to disobey him. They would follow Grim,
straight to the Callor outpost.

They spent most of the afternoon fitting together a
simple harness so Privates Browne and Hilnn could ride in comfort,
that is, if comfort means being strapped to the back of a mountain
pony. The last thing she wanted was for either man to fall off.
Private Lesh would help, but she couldn’t be too sure about
Corporal Duffy and Private Renop was in no condition to be getting
on and off his horse if he didn’t have to.

What supplies they had were divided up. They
wouldn’t need much, the trip would be a long one, but it would also
be a straight one, a day, possibly two at the most. As far as Kile
could see, the valrik were focusing their attention on the towns
and not the main road. If they rode through the night and all the
next day, without stopping, they should reach Moran before the
following night. The only hitch in her plan was whether the outpost
was still standing.

She had to delay her rescue mission to buy the
wounded enough time to get to Moran, but how long could she
actually wait? What would the valrik do to the survivors? It was a
question she’d rather not try to answer.

By the time Grim rode out with the others, it was
already past noon and the sun was quickly moving west. She waited
until the riders were no longer in sight, which left only Corporal
Tullner to deal with.

“They’ll be all right,” Tullner said, misreading her
concerns.

She wasn’t really worried about them, they were
moving away from the danger, but it wasn’t even the danger she was
worried about. She was worried about herself, and what she had to
do. Her little episode in the crags, bothered her. When her mind
linked with those reptilian wolves, she lost her identity, and that
was something she couldn’t allow to happen again.

“Everything I do from this point on, I want you to
forget,” she said, crossing the abandoned campsite. She retrieved
her courier’s bag from where it lay against the tree. Opening it
up, she pulled out a small folded piece of paper.

“I don’t understand.” Tullner replied.

“I know you don’t,” she told him, “and I’m afraid
the rest won’t make much sense either.”

She slung the bag over her shoulder and opened the
flap.

“Vesper, you better get in.”

-Ride on Kile-

“You will, but for the moment, you better get in. I
have to call someone.”

The yarrow reluctantly climbed into the bag and Kile
walked into the center of the clearing.

“I would almost think you were talking to that rat,”
Tullner replied following her.

“It’s not a rat, it’s a yarrow,” she corrected him,
“he’s very sensitive about that.”

She closed her eyes and fell into her Edge, reaching
out once again to the sky. It didn’t take long before a
red-shouldered hawk answered her call. He circled a few times
before landing on one of the lower branches of a nearby tree.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but I need a favor,” She
asked, approaching him.

-Favor-

The hawk replied. He didn’t have the high pitched
melodic voice of the average song bird. It was more of a harsh
scratching shrill.

“Yes, I hate to ask this of you, but could you
deliver this to a Captain Bartholomew Jax at the outpost?” she
asked.

It wasn’t the words she spoke, but the images she
applied to them which communicated the idea. She focused all her
thoughts on the Captain, trying to remember what he looked like. Of
course, if he wasn’t at the outpost any more, then this was all for
nothing.

-Jax… Outpost-

The hawk replied, showing Kile he did understand,
and he was willing to do this for her. She placed the letter into
the hawk’s claw, which he promptly crushed. She could only hope it
would still be legible when it reached its destination.

“Thank you so much,” she added, taking a couple of
steps back.

The hawk stretched out its wings and took to the
air, heading east, at least it was going in the right direction.
She could only hope Captain Jax was still in Moran and he would
receive the letter in time.

Once the hawk was gone, she opened the flap of the
courier’s bag. “Okay Vesper, you can come out now.”

-Bird gone?-

“Yes, the bird is gone,” she assured him.

Vesper climbed up her arm and took his place on her
shoulder.

“What just happened?” Tullner asked.

“What happened where?”

“Were you… talking to that… bird?”

“No questions, until after the ride is over,” she
said. “We still have to find Burgora before nightfall.”

“Burgora? Who’s Burgora?”

“That’s who’s waiting for us on the other side of
the crags,” she told him. “And I should warn you, he doesn’t like
nosy people. Actually, that’s not entirely true. He really just
doesn’t like anyone.”

They moved quietly through the crags, stopping every
so often so Kile could sniff the air and get her bearings. They
were heading north, parallel to Coopervill, so they should be able
to avoid any Uhyre patrols. Hopefully, the valrik would be happy
with the seven prisoners they took, as well as the five men who
wasted their lives for nothing. If the valrik believed they
captured or killed all the members of Perha Squad, then they had no
reason to search for more, but Kile wasn’t taking chances. She kept
them moving through the crags, keeping well out of sight the best
she could.

The low valleys gave way to low hills and, before
they knew it, the mountains came into view. She called for a rest
besides a small outcrop of rocks where they drank water and Tullner
offered her some of the hardtack. She refused. She never did
develop a taste for the spiced potting soil.

“How much further?” Tullner asked, taking another
mouthful of water to wash down the artificial food substance.

“Not much,” she replied, “these are Burgora’s
stomping grounds.”

“So, who is this guy and why haven’t the valrik been
looking for him?”

“They value their lives,” she laughed.

“What are we looking…?”

She held up her hand to silence him.

“He’s here,” she told him. “Whatever you do, don’t
make any quick moves. Don’t reach for your sword and don’t
run.”

“Why?”

“And you should probably keep quiet. Just remain
perfectly still until I can speak with him first,” she said,
stepping out from behind the rocks. Moving across the field, she
headed for the tree line.

She never made it to the forest. Instead, she waited
in the tall grass of the open field as something moved beyond the
trees. Tullner rose from his place behind the rocks, but made no
attempt to follow her. He saw her fight the gulrik, and saw what
she did to that creature in the crags. It was not a side of her he
wanted to see again. It was almost as if she was possessed by some
madness, as if she was as feral as the wildness she was so
comfortable in. When he saw what she became, he was as afraid of
her as much as he was afraid for her.

He watched and waited, and when nothing seemed to be
happening, he risked taking a step out from behind the rocks.
That’s when the bear emerged from the forest, but it wasn’t just a
bear, not like the one he saw back at base camp, this was a
grizzly, and it wasn’t just a grizzly, it was the largest grizzly
Tullner had ever seen.

With a shoulder height of nearly five feet, it was
easily twice the size of any bear back in Fennel. It ambled its way
out of the forest heading directly for the girl, but there was no
aggression in its movements.

 


“Hello Burgora, it’s been a while,” Kile said,
taking a step toward the bear.

-It is good to see you again. What brings you back
here, cub?-

Burgora asked.

His voice was soft and mellow, yet there was an
underlining strength hidden in his words, much like the mountains
he called home.

“I’m in need of a favor,” she replied.

-Ask.-

“The Uhyre have taken over the vir town of
Coopervill.”

-I am aware of this, as are most in the forest. That
is why we no longer venture far from our homes.-

“Unfortunately, I don’t have the same option.”

-Then have you returned to solve this problem?-

“Sorry, no. We were only sent to evaluate the
situation, but I’m afraid some of the vir, who I came here with,
have been taken by the valrik.”

-Then I am sorry for your loss.-

“You don’t understand. They have been captured.”

-I do understand, cub, but the Uhyre do not keep
prisoners for long, or so I am led to believe. If your companions
are indeed prisoners of the Uhyre, then I am sorry, their cycle is
nearing an end.-

“But I have to help them.”

-Do you intend to battle the Uhyre?-

“No,” Kile replied, shaking her head. “I have
neither the number, nor the strength.”

-Then what is it you wish of me?-

“Information. You know these mountains better than
any. The Uhyre are keeping the vir in the surface mines. I need to
know if there is another way to get into those mines.”

-I see. The vir have made many tunnels through the
mountains, and many caves there were, but tunnels and caves were
there even before the vir, in the days of my father and his.-

“Then you know of a way?”

The great bear paused for a moment.

-There are caves I know of, and tunnels that run
deep into the mountain, but too small are they for me these days. I
have also seen vir around these same caves, but that was many
seasons ago.-

“Do you think I can get into the mines through these
caves?”

-There was a time, before the vir, when one could
travel from one side of the mountain to the other without seeing
the sun, but those paths have been lost long ago, when the vir
closed them off.-

“But there’s still a chance. Will you show me?”

-You have but to ask.-

Burgora said and he started to walk west, toward
Coopervill. Kile walked alongside the massive bear and waved for
Tullner to join them. The Corporal was hesitant and kept a safe
distance from the two of them.

Burgora led them to the foot of the mountains,
although, these were not the tall mountains of the spire, these
were only the foothills. He eventually came to a stop on a small
flat section of the hills and waited for Kile to catch up.

-It is here.-

He said, indicating a section of the mountain which
looked no different than any other place. Kile had to search the
surface before she found the opening. It was small, narrow, and
dark.

-This was once a great cave, which led deep into the
mountain, but the vir closed it off many seasons ago. I was only a
cub back then. –

Burgora explained.

“Well, they did a good job with it. I don’t even
think I could squeeze in there,” she said, looking through the
hole, but she could see no further than the opening.

-I can.-

Vesper said from his place on her shoulder.

“Well… if you promise to be careful.”

-Be careful.-

The yarrow said, jumping to the ground and quickly
disappeared through the opening, now all she could do was wait.

She made herself comfortable on the rocks and
spotted Tullner, who remained some distance away.

“Burgora, this is a friend of mine,” she said,
waving for Tullner to come closer. The soldier was hesitant.

-I thought as much.-

The bear replied, eyeing the young man.

“He may be a little nervous. I don’t think he’s very
comfortable around bears.”

-That has always been my experience.-

She waved to Tullner again and this time the young
soldier started to climb the hill. He kept an eye on the grizzly
and made sure Kile was between them when he reached the top.

“What’s going on?” he asked nervously.

“You may as well sit down; we’re waiting for
information,” she said.

Tullner took a seat as far from the bear as he
could. He never took his eyes off it, and the bear watched him with
the same mixture of caution and curiosity.

“The two of you,” Kile said, laughing. “Burgora this
is Tullner, Tullner, this is Burgora. Now you’ve been
introduced.”

“I don’t understand any of this,” Tullner said.

“I told you, you wouldn’t,” she replied.

-Are all vir this timid?-

Burgora asked.

“Not all, but you and yours do have kind of a bad
reputation among the vir.”

“Do you… understand it?” Tullner asked.

“For starters, he’s not an it, and yes, I do
understand him,” Kile replied.

“How?” Tullner asked.

She knew that question was coming, thankfully, she
didn’t have to answer since Vesper chose that moment to return.

-Hole deep, lots of room behind.-

He said and the images he attached to the words gave
her the impression of a great tunnel going deep into the
mountains.

“This might be our way in after all,” Kile said,
picking up Vesper and getting to her feet.

“How do you know?” Tullner asked.

He was just full of questions today, she
thought.

“Burgora, do you think you could move these
rocks?”

-I could try.-

He replied. When the bear moved forward, Tullner
jumped to his feet and moved back. Burgora rose up on his hind legs
and towered over the two of them. He planted his fore paws on the
large boulder blocking the cave, and gave it a mighty shove,
throwing all his weight into it. Kile was sure there weren’t too
many things which could withstand that kind of strength. It took a
few good shoves before the rocks began to shift, and when it
finally moved it sounded as if half the mountain was coming down
with it. When the dust cleared, they were staring down a long dark
cave.

“Hopefully this should link up with the surface
mines in Coopervill.” Kile said, waving the last of the dust away.
She stepped into the cave to get a better look, but Tullner grabbed
her arm.

“Maybe I should go,” he told her.

“You can’t. It will be too dark. You won’t be able
to find your way,” Kile replied.

“I’ll light a torch,” he said, picking up a small
branch off the ground. “I can wrap it with the sleeve of my
uniform…”

“Right, and then go wandering through the cave.
They’ll see you long before you see them. It’s the easiest way of
saying ‘here I am’, which I can think of. We don’t know where this
cave ends up. You may run into a nest of valrik, and then
what?”

“I hadn’t thought of that.” Tullner replied,
dropping the stick. “Then what’s your plan? Don’t tell me you can
see in the dark.”

“Well, not without a little help.”

“You can’t be serious.” Tullner said, eyeing the
bear. “He’ll never fit.”

“Burgora is going to stay out here… with you… to
guard the exit.”

“Does he know that?”

“Yes,” she replied.

Reaching into her courier’s bag, she pulled out a
large ball of yellow twine.

“What’s that for?” He asked.

“So I can find my way back,” she replied.

She tied the end of the twine to one of the branches
of a dying shrub and unrolled a few feet, testing its strength. She
only hoped it would be long enough. There was no telling how far
she would have to go to reach the mining tunnels. She knew a bit
about the tunnels from talking with a few miners, when she was
living in Coopervill, when there still was a Coopervill. They often
spoke about the caves, natural pathways cut through the mountain.
Every so often they would break into one of these caverns. Many of
them led nowhere, a few led through to the other side of the
mountain which then had to be blocked off for security purposes.
Hopefully, this was one of those caves.

“What are you waiting for?” Tullner asked.

“What? Are you in a hurry to get rid of me?”

“No,” he replied, glancing over at the bear who was
still watching him carefully.

“I’m waiting for my guide, and I think that’s him
now.” She said, pointing to a small speck on the horizon.

“Is that a bat?” Tullner asked as it got closer.

“Can you think of anything else who can navigate
through total darkness?”

The bat flew around them for a while before
awkwardly landing on Kile’s hat, and he crawled his way over the
top to sit on the brim. He was small, much smaller than Vesper, and
was covered with short brown fur. With his wings folded up, he was
little more than three inches long.

“Thank you for coming,” she said.

-Help is needed.-

The bat, whispered.

His voice was soft and, dare she say, eerie. At
first, she never liked bats, not since her brother tricked her into
going into the old barn down by the river. When she opened the
doors, hundreds of bats flew at her. They got tangled in her hair
and in her clothes, and she freaked out. She avoided them ever
since, until last years, when they redeemed themselves in her eyes.
It was a colony of bats who aided her escape from the Hunters in
Littenbeck.

“Then you will help me?”

-What need have you?-

“The cave,” she said, putting into the word, all the
meaning and information she needed him to understand.

-Help as I may.-

He replied.

“I’m sorry, I forgot to introduce myself. My name is
Kile, this is Tullner, Vesper and Burgora.”

-Epoh-

He whispered.

“Epoh, that’s an interesting name. Thank you again
for your help, Epoh.”

“This can’t be real,” Tullner said, shaking his
head.

“Well, I did try to warn you,” she replied. “Real or
not it’s going to get weirder. Try not to scare off the deer when
they arrive.”

“What? What deer?” Tullner asked, but Kile had
already entered the cave, if she heard him, she didn’t reply.
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The cave was dark, so dark she had to abandon the
use of her own sight and rely completely on Epoh’s. It was a
strange sensation. She didn’t “see” the twist and turns of the
cave, but rather “sensed” where they were. Still, the progress was
slow. Epoh was able to show her the path to take, but she was still
forced to navigate by hand and carefully feel out the ground with
her foot, before committing to a step. Loose stones and the uneven
ground, proved challenging. She had almost wished she had taken
Tullner up on his offer to go in her stead, but she knew he would
never have gotten this far.

The ground sloped suddenly and she braced herself
against the wall. It was not the first, pitch-black tunnel she
found herself in. When she broke into Windfoil, she was forced to
crawl through a small underground river bed, in order to get past
the outer walls. Fortunately, within this cave, she was able to
stand upright, at least most of the time. There were still a few
sections where she had to keep low, or climb over something
blocking her way. The path was not as straight or as flat as she
had hoped.

The ball of twine was growing smaller with every
step she took, until eventually it ended. Now what? Without the
twine, she lost her direct path to the exit. She was pretty sure,
with Epoh’s help, she would be able to find her way back, but
that’s not what she was worried about. In a brief moment of
optimism, which was uncommon for her, she thought about the
survivors. How would they navigate back to the exit without the
twine to guide them through the dark? She tied the end off to what
appeared to be a small rock, and placed it where she would be able
to find it again before continuing forward. If nothing else, it
freed her hands so she could feel her way deeper into the cave. She
would go a little further, and if nothing looked promising, she
would be forced to turn back.

Another sudden drop brought her to a wider cavern,
where she noticed something odd. There was a grayness to the void
that wasn’t there before. At first, she couldn’t comprehend what it
was, but then it occurred to her, she was seeing the far side of
the cavern. And if she could see it, there had to be a light
source. Even her eyes couldn’t see in total darkness, but it
wouldn’t take much light, before her night vision kicked in.

Now that she was able to use her own eyes, she could
move faster. She followed the source of the light to the other side
of the cavern where it seeped through a small hole, about two feet
off the ground. When she got closer, she heard voices.

They sounded garbled at first, but the longer she
listened, the more she understood. These were not the guttural
sounds of the valrik, but the speech of the vir, muffled behind the
thick stone. This had to be the remaining members of Perha Squad.
Unfortunately, hearing them and reaching them were two different
things. Removing her hat, she carefully set it on the ground. Epoh
was still clinging to the brim. She placed Vesper beside him before
attempting to widen the hole. The rocks came away quite easily, and
it didn’t take long before it was large enough for her to crawl
through.

“You two wait here, I’ll be right back,” she told
them.

Climbing up into the hole, she was able to crawl
another ten feet before she hit a dead end. She couldn’t go any
further, but she might not have to. Cracks in the wall where giving
way to light and she could hear the voices on the other side,
although she still couldn’t quite make out what they were saying.
She tried pushing against the obstruction, hoping to dislodge it,
but it was no use. Searching the areas in front of her, she picked
up a small stone and started to tap out a simple rhythm. The voices
went silent.

Calling out to them would be a mistake. There was no
way of telling if they were alone, or if it was even them. The
valrik were known to work with some unsavory characters, and some
of those being vir. Unfortunately, she didn’t have much of a
choice, she had to make contact if she was ever going to find out.
Laying around in a dark hole was not a way to wait out the war.

She tapped the simple rhythm again.

“It came from over here,” she suddenly heard someone
whisper.

Whoever it was, was very close, close enough to
block out the light. There was movement on the other side, and
people began to shift back and forth.

Kile tapped out the rhythm again.

“I heard it that time,” someone yelled.

“Quiet, do you want them to hear us?”

Suddenly all sound on the other side of the wall
stopped. Everything went quiet, and then, very softly, she heard a
gentle tapping. It was the same simple rhythm she had been using.
She repeated it and waited. She heard it again.

After the third time, there was a burst of activity
on the other side of the wall, and the sound of fingers digging.
The light suddenly got brighter and face appeared before her,
framed in the opening hole. It was Private Nasom.

“Hey guys, it’s Kile,” He said in a loud
whisper.

Nasom’s face was quickly replaced by Sandson.

“Kile, is that really you? How did you get here?” he
asked.

“This really isn’t the time for explanations.” She
replied. “We have to get this hole wider.”

“Anurr, Ustar, get over here and give me a hand,” he
said.

“Hold up, Sandson,” someone called out.

Sandson’s face disappeared from the opening and
there was a lot of movement off to one side of the cavern.

“What’s going on?” Kile asked.

It was a moment before he returned.

“It’s those damn creatures the valrik have,” he
whispered. “They’re keeping a close eye on us. I don’t think we’ll
be able to get out of here without them hearing it.”

That was something she hadn’t considered. She knew
the valrik had more of those reptilian wolves centered in the town,
she could feel them when she sought out Burgora, but it never
occurred to her they would be used to guard the prisoners.
Although, it shouldn’t have come as a surprise, they were quite
effective in the crags.

“We’ll have to find a way to slow them down first.
Otherwise, they’ll be on us before any of us can get out here,”
Sandson added.

There was only one way she could think of, short of
killing them, and that would just raise the alarm. It was something
she was loathe to do, but it didn’t look as if she had much of a
choice. If they weren’t slowed down or stopped completely, they
would tear the prisoners apart before they could even enlarge the
hole, let alone escape through it. She made contact with them once,
back in the crags, when she used her Edge, but the outcome was not,
what she would call, successful. She almost lost herself to the
shadows which surrounded them. She would have to be more careful
this time.

“I’ll slow them down, but you’re going to have to
work fast,” she told Sandson.

“What do you have in mind?” he asked.

“It would take too long to explain,” she replied.
“Just give me a few minutes, and wait for the right moment.”

“What moment?” he asked.

“If this works, you’ll know,” she said, and started
crawling back down the hole. Once she was at the end and was able
to stand up again, she retrieved her hat.

“Vesper, I’m going to need your help,” she told the
yarrow.

-Help Kile-

Vesper replied, climbing up her arm and sitting on
her shoulder.

“This may sound a little weird, but… If I start to
lose it, I want you to bite me.”

-Bite Kile?-

“Yes, like you did back in the crags.”

-Don’t want to hurt Kile.-

“Look Vesper, you have to promise me, If I even look
as if I’m about to lose it, you have to bite me or stop me or…
whatever.”

-If want.-

Vesper replied. She could tell he was reluctant, and
she didn’t like putting him in that position, but it was the only
thing she could think of. It was not the most ideal way of being
brought back from wherever her mind went, but it was effective. The
sudden introduction of pain would snap her back. She couldn’t
afford to lose herself again. There was not telling what could
happen next time.

Choosing a place away from the hole, she sat down,
closed her eyes, took a deep breath and fell into her Edge. It
didn’t take long before she felt the sticky black strands of the
Maligar fill the darkness at the very edge of her senses. She did
her best to resist it, but there was a madness lingering in the
shadows, and she could hear the distant sound of laughter. She
didn’t have the strength, or the time, to find out where it was
coming from.

The first bright source of comfort she found was
Burgora, at the entrance of the cave, and was happy to see the bear
hadn’t eaten Tullner just yet. She even felt the presence of the
black- hoofed mountain deer, which were waiting, some twenty yards
from the cave’s entrance, but it was the dreaded reptilian wolves
she needed to find.

They were outside the mines along with a handful of
the valrik, but the valrik didn’t interest her. She barely knew
they were there. They had little connection with the natural realm
and so appeared only as ghosts to her.

The reptilian wolves, on the other hand, appeared as
dark shadows. Not solid enough to have form or shape, they were
ever moving, ever shifting, like ink smudges on the landscape. They
existed between realms. She reached out to one of the smudges,
touching its mind and merging with it. It was a mistake! The
darkness was all consuming and she felt herself being dragged down
into it. As their minds fused, she could see bits and pieces of its
thoughts. It was like flipping back through a book and only reading
every other page. The first visions were the most vivid, since
those were the freshest, but they were also the worst. She was
reliving the demise of Perha Squad through the eyes of the
reptilian wolf.

She had seen the encounter through the eyes of the
crows which circled the battlefield, and although the sight was
horrific, she was detached from it. Now, looking through the eyes
of the reptilian wolf, she was a physical part of it. She was
engaged in combat with the same men whom she traveled with over the
last couple of days. To see them die at her hands was more than she
could take. She was losing her identity as the darkness descended
and the laughter grew louder.

Just when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, the
page turned. She was now surrounded by valrik. They were closing in
on the sleeping town of Coopervill. There was no warning, no reason
for the initial attack. They hovered on the edge of town, waiting
and watching. What they were waiting for, she did not know, what
they were watching, she could not say. She knew only the smell of
warm blood, which was plentiful in the town, enough to satisfy even
her cravings. A shrill call shattered the silence of the night. It
came from somewhere in the north and echoed down the valley. The
town was alerted, but not soon enough to save itself. She descended
with her pack into the streets as the vir emerged from their stone
dwellings. They didn’t stand a chance. Most of them were cut down
before they even set foot outside their doors.

A young boy fled from a building with the odd
sounding name of Bird and Bay. He ran down the street, barely
clothed in his stocking feet, but he wasn’t fast enough. She
overtook him just outside the blacksmith’s shop. His name was Toby.
Why did she know that?

The night was filled with the screams and cries of
the vir. Some tried to make a stand, forming a line across the
road. They were outnumbered and ill-equipped. Many of them died in
the streets, in the fields, in their homes and in the mines. Those
were the lucky ones, hundreds were taken away in chains. It was all
over in what felt like a heartbeat.

The pages were flipping again, filling her mind with
visions and memories. These were nowhere near as complete. She was
traveling through the woods, under the cover of darkness, leading
the valrik toward the scent of vir. In the wastelands with her
pack, as the armies of the Uhyre were starting to move. Roused from
a long slumber, deep in the depth of the earth. Seeing tall temples
dedicated to forgotten gods hidden among the dense forests. And now
hunting again, but it wasn’t vir, these were the Alva who ran
before her. She was floating in a warm viscous black liquid which
spoke words she couldn’t understand, but she knew she shouldn’t
listen to them. She tried to block them out, tried to sleep. But,
there was one voice which kept repeating one word, over and over
again, a word she knew.

-Kile.-

Who or what was a Kile? The word sounded familiar.
Was it a name? Was she Kile?

She had to know, she had to remember. Who was she?
Her name was…

-Kile.-

She grabbed hold of the word and the meaning it
held. It was her word, it was her name. It was enough to break the
connection, but was it her connection to break? She suddenly
snapped back into her own mind and everything started to spin. She
doubled over, retching.

-Kile all right?-

Vesper asked, and the sympathy and kindness of this
voice seemed to push the darkness away, if only for a moment.

“No Vesper, I’m not all right,” she whispered.

Her whole body was shaking. There was blood on her
hands. It was her blood from where Vesper had bit her, several
times by the looks of it. Was that what broke the connection. She
never felt it. She didn’t even know he did it.

Why did she think that would work? Why did she even
do it? Why did she have to see those things? Why did she have to
see Toby?

“Hey! Kile, I don’t know what the hell you did, but
it sounds like you might have started a war,” Sandson said,
crawling out of the narrow tunnel. No sooner did he drop to the
ground, then he grabbed one of rocks shoved it into the hole.

Kile looked up to see the cavern was now filled with
people watching her. How long had she been in contact with the
creature? It felt like mere seconds, and yet she had seen its whole
life. She saw its birth and felt its death

“Twine,” she said in a shaky voice as the reason for
her being there suddenly came back to her. “Follow the twine and it
will lead you back to the exit.”

She waited until a few of them were moving back up
the tunnel before she even tried to get to her feet. She felt a bit
uneasy and disconnected, but then, she always felt that way after
using the Maligar, although, she wasn’t sure if she used it or had
it used on her.

“How many more are there?” she asked Sandson.

“I’m the last one. I tried to close the hole, but I
don’t know if it will hold.”

“What… what happened?”

“I have no idea,” he said, shaking his head. “We
heard noises outside, at first we thought they were coming in, but
they sounded as if they were attacking one another. I figured that
was the right moment, so we started working on the hole as quietly
as possible. Then all hell broke loose. There was screaming and
yelling and who knows what. At that moment, silence wasn’t an
option. We just tore at the stone as fast as we could, to get the
hell out of there. I swear it sounded as if they were tearing each
other apart. What did you do?”

“I… I didn’t do anything,” she said.

“Well, whatever you did or didn’t do, we’re still
alive, so that’s something.”

They moved back through the tunnel in silence,
except for the occasional curse when one of the men bumped his head
or stubbed a toe. Kile followed up the rear again, constantly
looking over her shoulder and listening to the darkness. She could
hear the scratching behind her. It echoed through the stone and she
knew those things were only a few loose rocks away from following
them. If the Uhyre managed to get through the blocked hole before
they reached the entrance, they were all dead. There was no room to
fight and no light to fight by. They would be overtaken one by one,
starting with her.

Epoh clung to her, giving her the advantage of his
sight. Even if it wasn’t true sight, she was still able to get a
sense of how far they came and how far they needed to go. When they
reached the twine, they moved faster, or as fast as blind men can
walk, stumbling their way in the dark. She should have brought
lanterns or torches. There was no need for secrecy now.

They were getting closer to the entrance. She could
feel the cool night air on her face. She was starting to think they
were going to make it, but hope quickly shattered when an unnatural
cry echoed through the tunnel behind her. Kile knew they just ran
out of time. The Uhyre broke through the tunnel and the reptilian
wolves were on their way.

“We have to move now,” she shouted.

She could hear the men trying to pick up the pace,
but it was no use. It was difficult to run when they couldn’t see
their feet. The ground was beginning to tilt up and they started
their accent, but the reptilian wolves were gaining on them.

Whatever they were, they didn’t appear to be
hampered by the darkness. They were closing in fast. It wouldn’t be
long now, she thought. Turning, she reached for her weapon. The
walls were close, the area was tight. This wasn’t the best place
for a battle, but if she had any chance of stopping them, even a
slim one, she had to take it. Who knows, one dead reptilian wolf
may jam up the path enough to slow down the others.

She heard the triumphant yell of freedom as the
first soldier exited the cave, followed closely by the
inevitable…

“It’s a bear.”

She probably should have warned them about
Burgora.

With the exit in sight, the men picked up speed, but
the sound of pursuit was growing louder. It was a race to see who
would reach the mouth of the tunnel first. She could see them now,
or how they appeared in the bat’s vision. The tunnel proved too
narrow and their broad stature slowed them down, but it wouldn’t
stop them. They crawled over one another, clinging to the walls,
even the ceiling, pulling themselves through. Kile stumbled out of
the entrance on top of Sandson just as one of the reptilian wolves
caught up to her. It came barreling out of the cave and lunged at
her, but it never reached her. A large claw caught it in midair,
slammed it up against the rocks and threw the broken body down the
mountain side.

Kile lay on her back, staring up at the great bear.
“Thank you Burgora,” she said.

-You must get moving. Others will follow.-

He told her.

Sure enough, she could already feel their approach,
but she was just too exhausted to move.

“Close the tunnel,” she heard Tullner yell.

Hands grabbed her and dragged her from the entrance.
Men started hammering at the stone with anything they could get a
hold of in a vain attempt to close the opening, but in the end it
was Burgora who pulled the mountain down.

“Never thought I’d be thanking a grizzly,” she heard
one of the men laugh.

“We’re not out of this yet,” some commented.

“What now, sir? Where do we go from here?”

“I’m… I’m not quite sure,” Tullner replied.

She forgot to let him in on certain aspects of the
plan.

Without getting up, she pointed over her head. “That
way,” she said

Tullner appeared beside her, extending a hand. The
last thing she wanted to do was get up, but she did, as he pulled
her to her feet.

Epoh took off the moment Kile exited the cave. Bats
weren’t very comfortable around vir, but then most animals weren’t.
She thanked him and hoped he heard her. Grabbing her hat, she
slapped it on the side of her leg to dust it off.

“We have to make for the open fields,” she said,
picking up the courier bag from where she left it. Vesper quickly
climbed in.

Private Anurr stepped forward. “Why should we listen
to you?” he asked. “You’re not in charge. Where’s Sergeant Wargner?
Where are the others?”

“We’re all of what’s left of Perha Squad,” Tullner
replied. “Renop, Lesh, Browne, Hilnn and Duffy have gone on ahead.
We are to meet them at the outpost of Moran.”

“And how are we supposed to get there?” Ustar asked.
“I don’t mind a good walk, but we won’t get far with those things
on our tail.”

“Hopefully we’ll have a ride,” Kile replied,
stepping past him. She started down the hill.

She really wasn’t in the mood to debate the
situation. She was queasy, her head was throbbing and she felt as
if she just received a bear hug from Burgora, all in all, not the
best day.

Most of the men followed her, a few needed to be
persuaded. It probably wasn’t because they thought she was right,
it was more likely they didn’t have any place else to go.

Her first stop was the old grizzly who was sitting
quietly off to one side. At this point all the men stopped and let
her advance alone.

“Thank you again, Burgora.”

-You have no need to thank me.-

He replied softly

“You’ll be all right? I’d ask you to come with us,
but…”

-I don’t think so. You need to go your way as I need
to go mine. Our paths with cross again, I am sure of this. But for
now, you should get these vir to safety.-

“Yes, perhaps you’re right,” she said, looking back
over her shoulder to where the men stood in awe. “Just, stay out of
trouble please. Head toward the spire, get out of this area. It’s
no longer safe.”

-It has never been safe, first the Alva, then the
vir, and now the Uhyre, but we manage.-

“Maybe, but I feel it’s going to get worse.”

-Then I will heed your advice, should it come to
that. Fare thee well, Kile Veller.-

The old grizzly slowly turned and headed back toward
the forest, back toward the mountains.

“Goodbye, Burgora,” she whispered. She wasn’t as
sure as he was, they would meet again.

-Kile alright?-

Vesper asked from the courier bag. She scratched the
yarrow’s head.

“I will be,” she lied. She turned to look at the men
of Perha Squad. “Come on, we have to get to the clearing.”

“Why?” Anurr asked. “We should be looking for a
defendable position. It won’t be long before they come for us.”

“More the reason to get out of here,” Sandson
replied.

“But Sergeant Wargner…”

“In case you haven’t noticed, Sergeant Wargner is
dead. I for one don’t wish to follow him anymore,” Nasom added.

“But Corporal Duffy is second in command, what did
he have to say?” Anurr asked.

“Corporal Duffy chose to accompany the wounded to
Moran,” Tullner explained. “Right now, we’re on our own.”

“But then should we…”

“Seriously guys,” Kile said, turning around. “You’re
really going to debate this now?”

There was an awkward silence. The men looked at one
another. She just shook her head.

“You know, forget it. You can sit here and discuss
who’s right, who’s left and who’s wrong until the Uhyre catch up to
you, but Vesper and I, we’re going to Moran. But know this, the
last ride leaves with me, so if you don’t come now, you’ll be
walking.”

 


When she reached the clearing, she was grateful to
see the small herd of black-hoofed mountain deer waiting for her.
They were a large breed of deer, as large as horses and she hoped
they would be able to carry the men all the way to Moran, if she
could persuade them.

“You can’t be serious,” she heard Sandson when he
tried to approach one of the deer. It shied away from him.

“Please, keep back,” Kile told the men. She walked
up to the large stag who was waiting for her in the center of the
herd. He was as big as Grim and looked about as ornery, and he
watched her as she approached.

-Why call to us?-

He asked. His voice was as smooth and as harsh as
the winds.

“I’m sorry, but I need your help.” she pleaded.

-Why should we help you?-

“You shouldn’t.”

-Then what need have you?-

This was the tricky part. Deer were not horses, and
do not give rides willingly. It was up to the deer, whether or not
to would agree to carry the men to Moran. If they refused, it was a
long walk.

“I need to get to the outpost,” she said, choosing
her words carefully. “It is some distance away.”

-I see, and you wish for us to carry you these
distances?-

“I’m sorry, but I would never ask if the need wasn’t
dire.”

-You have helped me in the past, this, I do not
forget, but I cannot speak for the others. I will not force any of
my kind to bear the burden of a… vir.-

His use of the word vir was filled with visions Kile
wished he wouldn’t share. She knew deer were not very fond of vir,
mainly because they saw them only as predators.

“I understand.”

-So be it, the decision will be for the herd to
make.-

The stag said.

Kile waited, but knew, with each passing moment, the
Uhyre were getting closer. The men were already getting nervous and
she could hear dissension in the squad. She couldn’t blame them,
they had no idea what was going on. They were relying on her, some
against their better judgment. If the mountain deer refused to
help, where would that leave her? Would she force the deer to carry
them to Moran? Could she take it that far? Would it be justified?
If it came down to a choice between the natural world and the world
of the vir, which side would she choose? Fortunately, she didn’t
have to make the decision, at least not today.

-It would appear you have friends among the
herd.-

The old stag said when he approached.

“Then they will help us?” Kile asked, holding her
breath.

-Yes, they have agreed.-

“Thank you. I will inform the others,” she said and
walked to where the men were waiting a respectable distance
away.

“It’s settled,” she told them. “They have agreed to
help us.”

“So… now what?” Sandson asked.

Fortunately, Kile didn’t have to tell them to strip
off their armor or leave behind all their supplies, the Uhyre took
care of that. As it was, she still had her doubts about the weight
of some of the men, since deer were not as strong as horses.

In the end, eight deer volunteered, and Kile made it
a point to introduce each one to the vir who would be riding them,
it only seemed polite. Only when everyone was ready did Kile
finally climb upon a good-natured black hoofed deer named
Fenola.
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They took to the highlands, skirting Coopervill to
the north, instead of testing their luck on the main road. It was
slower, but it only made sense. To get back to the road, they would
have to first pass through the crags, and then deal with the lake.
They would be vulnerable the entire way. The highlands provided
security. She tried to explain this to Wargner, but he wouldn’t
listen. By crossing the highlands, they were concealed from
watching eyes.

As it was, the traveling was not as easy as she
hoped. She was familiar with the area and was able to guide them
through the worst of it, but there were no paths or flat lands in
this part of the province, so the ground was uneven and rocky. It
made for a rough ride. The deer had no problems navigating cross
country, but the men complained the entire way. They soon learned,
riding deer was not the same as riding horses. Deer did not look
for safe paths to travel, or mind going through thick overgrowth.
More than one rider was struck in the head by a low branch as a
reminder to keep their heads down.

When she was far enough east of Coopervill, and the
mountains no longer provided security, she turned the herd south
and made for the main road. There was only one road which ran
through this part of the Denal province, and it linked up isolated
towns. Coopervill sat north of this road, and there were two ways
out of the mining town, west through the crags or east through the
mountains. Kile was hoping the Uhyre chose the paths through the
crags. They would eventually reach the road, but by the time they
realized their mistake, the Squad should be half way to Moran. Even
then, it won’t take the Uhyre long to catch up. She witnessed,
first hand, the speed of the reptilian wolves. They could cover a
lot of ground in a short period of time.

Then, of course, there was a second scenario, one
where the Uhyre split their forces and sent some by the mountain
path. If this was the case, and she feared it might be, they could
find themselves in a battle before they reached the outpost. With
no weapons or supplies, the battle would be relatively short.

If she was alone, and riding Grim, she would have
stayed in the wild, avoiding the road altogether. It would have
taken her longer, but she would have reached the mountains and come
at Moran from the north, but the deer were already showing signs of
fatigue. They could not maintain this pace much longer. The road,
although dangerous, was their own only hope. Even if they reached
it, and found it clear, it was still a long way to Moran. She
estimated they would reach the outpost by noon if they ran nonstop,
but that didn’t look very promising.

“How are you holding up Fenola?” she asked.

-We are not used to running so far with such
burdens.-

The doe replied. Kile could hear in the deer’s
voice, she was reaching the end of her stamina.

They broke out of the forest as the dawn peeked over
the mountains. The dew on the grass caught the first rays of the
morning sun, and the field sparkled with diamonds. Kile slowed the
herd down to a more leisurely pace when they finally reached the
road.

“What do you think, Vesper?” she asked the yarrow
who was perched on the head of Fenola.

-Don’t like, smell dog-

The yarrow replied.

Although Kile couldn’t smell them, she could feel
them. Those reptilian wolves were still out there. How close they
were, she couldn’t say.

“I’m a little nervous with the road ahead,” she told
Fenola. “I don’t trust it. I don’t think we’ll be safe until we
reach the outpost.”

-Then we must reach your outpost.-

Fenola replied.

“What’s the matter? Why have we slowed down?”
Tullner asked, coming up alongside her.

Kile had to admit, the young soldier looked rather
dashing upon his… deer.

“They’re getting tired,” she told him.

“I thought as much. I think we could all use a
breather,” he replied.

Anurr was the next to ride up, forcing his mount
forward.

“What is the hold up? Why are we slowing down?” he
shouted.

“The deer need rest,” Tullner replied. “We should be
safe, for now.”

“Rest?” the soldier shouted. “We’re almost at the
outpost. We can be there in the couple of hours if we push these
animals.”

“We will not push them,” Tullner said, turning on
Anurr. “In case you have forgotten, they offered their help. We
should be grateful to them, not treat them like beasts of
burden.”

Kile was actually impressed with the Corporal. There
was hope for this young man after all.

“You can’t be serious,” Anurr replied. “Look, I’m
all for this, hug a tree love nature crap, but there is a time and
a place for everything. These are just animals. They’re expendable,
we are not.”

Kile glared at Anurr. Tullner saw something in the
Hunter’s eyes, something which frightened him.

“Anurr, if I was you, I’d stop now and fall back
into line,” he warned the soldier.

“Please,” Anurr replied dismissively. “Like I’m
going to take orders from you, I’ll see you at the outpost, if you
get there,” he said and spurred the deer forward.

“Stop,” Kile whispered.

All the deer, including the one Anurr was riding,
came to a complete stop.

The young man looked around nervously, and tried to
spur his mount forward, but it was no use, the deer was no longer
listen to him.

“What is the meaning of this?” he shouted. “The
valrik can’t be that far behind us, we have to keep moving.”

“Colista, you may unburden yourself of this vir, he
means nothing to me,” Kile said in a casual tone.

Anurr’s mount began to buck, and it didn’t take long
before he hit the ground hard with a string of curses.

“Kile, what are you doing?” Tullner asked.

She turned to look at him, and the Corporal
flinched. He had seen those eyes before.

“You think yourself so superior to us,” she said
calmly, a little too calmly. “If he feels we are expendable, then
let him continue without us. We will see who reaches the outpost
first.”

“Kile, you can’t just leave him behind,” Tullner
replied.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Because, he’ll never make it to Moran on foot. If
the Uhyre catch him, they’ll kill him.”

“And do you not think, running us all the way to
this outpost will not kill us. Why is his life more important than
ours? Do we not deserve to live as well?”

“Well… it’s just that…”

“You don’t understand. For a moment I thought you
did, but you’re no different than the rest of them,” she said.

“Kile… please,” he begged.

When she looked at him again, her eyes were normal,
but just because her eye were, didn’t mean she was. There was still
something there, something had changed, and Tullner was
worried.

“Fine,” she said. “But, if he wishes to ride, it
will be Colista’s decision

“But…”

“They are sacrificing their lives for you. I will
not have them disrespected,” she told him.

By now the rest of the deer, along with their
reluctant riders, circled Anurr and Colista.

Tullner looked at his men, and then at Kile. One
word from this Hunter, and they could all find themselves
walking.

“What does he have to do?” he asked.

“Apologize,” she replied, as if the answer was
obvious.

“Private Anurr, you heard her, apologize,” he
commanded the young soldier.

Anurr appeared very small and very frightened.
Standing on the side of the road, he looked up at Kile.

“I’m… I’m sorry ma’am, I meant no disrespect,” he
stammered.

“Not to me, you idiot,” she said, pointing to
Colista “To her.”

Anurr looked at the deer, then at Tullner. The
Corporal shrugged.

“I’m… sorry?” He said, addressing the deer.

“I’ll let you in on a little secret,” Kile said,
leaning down so Anurr could hear her. “Animals always know when you
are being insincere.”

He looked at Tullner again, and then at the other
soldier. Every moment they delayed gave the Uhyre time to catch up.
The soldiers looked nervous. The deer looked agitated, only Kile
remained calm. Wiping the sweat from his face, Anurr turned to
Colista.

“I am truly sorry if I offended you… ma’am.”

Colista hesitated before approaching the young
soldier.

“Do you still want to carry him all the way to the
outpost?” Kile asked her

-I will bear him only as far as the outpost, and no
farther.-

She replied.

Kile shrugged. “So be it,” she said, turning to
Anurr “She has accepted your apology, as it was, but if I was you,
I’d watch what I said from this point on.”

Kile and Fenola rode on ahead while the other
soldiers waited until Anurr mounted.

-Kile all right?-

Vesper asked.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t really know
anymore,” she replied.

 


They rode in silence, keeping a leisurely pace, Kile
out in front and the soldiers a respectable distance behind. It
appeared none of the men felt comfortable riding beside her, not
even Tullner. The sun was rising higher, but the clouds were
growing thicker. There was the smell of rain on the air. She could
only hope they reached the outpost before it started.

Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge. She was
reluctant at first. After the incident back in the cave, she was
afraid to reach out. Whatever happened, it left her frayed and
vulnerable. It felt as if she was losing that balance between the
mortal realm and the natural realm she maintained for so long. A
little nudge and she felt she would fall into the shadows, and this
time she may never find her way out.

Instead of looking for the reptilian wolves, she
sought something safer. She called to the birds for help. It didn’t
take long before they responded. It never took long before they
responded. They always seemed eager to help, and they flocked to
her, landing on any surface which would carry them. Most found
places on Fenola’s back, a few were satisfied with Kile’s hat. They
hopped around, and spoke to her in their high pitched melodic
voices.

When she closed her eyes and opened herself to them,
she was bombarded with images of the surrounding lands and for a
brief moment she was flying again. She was able to leave the world
behind, the problems, the responsibilities, even the war. There was
nothing keeping her on the ground while she soared through the
clouds. She looked far to the west, past Denal, over the wastelands
and into the lush green horizon. Someday, she kept promising
herself, but that day would have to wait, there were more urgent
matters at hand. She looked east and could now see the outpost
sitting silently upon the road, marking the border between Denal
and Callor. It still flew the Callor colors, which meant, it had
not yet fallen, so there was hope, but that hope was soon
threatened. From the north, the reptilian wolves came, and they
were closing in fast. She got careless again. She let her defenses
down.

When she opened her eyes, she was back on Fenola,
riding east. It took her a moment to regain her earth bound
identity. How she wished she could fly without relying on just the
birds’ visions, but that was an impossibility, and at the moment,
not a major concern.

“Fenola, are you rested enough?”

-What is it?-

The deer asked.

“The Uhyre are coming in from the north, I think
they’re going to try and cut us off from the outpost.”

-Then let us get there before them.-

Fenola replied.

“Come on, Vesper. You’ll be safer in your bag,” she
told the yarrow, lifting him from the deer’s head and placed him in
the courier bag.

“Move it,” she yelled, sending the message to the
herd and filling it with the images of the Uhyre. They quickly
picked up the pace, but she wasn’t sure if it would be enough. The
deer were fast, but so were the reptilian wolves.

“Kile, what’s going on?” Tullner asked when the herd
finally caught up to her.

“The Uhyre are coming in from the north. As it is,
we may not reach the outpost before they reach us.”

“Can’t you… slow them down?” Tullner asked.

“You don’t want me to try that again,” she told
him.

She thought about cutting through the fields to save
time, the deer could move at great speed over the uneven land, but
so could the reptilian wolves, and sticking to the road, meant
there was less of a chance of getting separated, or even lost.

“From the south,” Nasom yelled from behind.

For one brief moment, Kile thought they were saved.
The outpost, or even the King's army, was riding to reinforce them.
But she was mistaken. She didn’t have to look. She could feel it on
the very edges of her senses. It was what she feared. The wolves
from the south would drive them into the wolves from the north. If
they got caught between the two forces, they wouldn’t stand a
chance.

She urged the herd on faster. They couldn’t be very
far from the outpost now. If her letter reached Captain Jax, they
may even be waiting for them.

The trees were now passing in a green blur and the
deer were pushing themselves to the very limit of their endurance
to win the outpost, but they weren’t fast enough.

“Rider down!”

The call carried up the line and it sent a chill
down her spine.

“Keep going,” she commanded, stopping Fenola and
turning her around. She started running against the herd, closing
in on the fallen soldier and his mount.

She didn’t recognize the rider at first. He was on
the ground trying to get to his feet, but she recognized the black
hoofed deer who stood over him. It was Gadella, the youngest of the
herd to volunteer. She was injured, but she was still able to keep
the wolves at bay.

Drawing her blade, Kile fell into her Edge. She knew
she couldn’t control the wolf, to try, would be disastrous, but she
could distract it. It would be like poking a badger with a stick, a
quick hit and run into the reptilian wolf’s psyche. She focused on
one name, one vision, Risa Ta’re. She wasn’t sure why the long past
Hunter suddenly came to her at that moment, she hadn’t thought of
Ta’re for ages, but it must have worked. The wolf stumbled, but
quickly recovered. It turned its attention from the young soldier
to Kile. This was not one of her better ideas.

As Fenola closed the distance between them, she made
a sharp turn and Kile lashed out with the blade just as the wolf
lunged. She cut a line across the beast’s nose. The fallen soldier
seized his opportunity to grab hold of Gadella and pull himself
up.

“Get going,” she shouted when she saw him
hesitate.

It was Private Danhild Tinny, a quiet young man who
she didn’t get the chance to know, and probably never would, if he
didn’t get moving.

Fenola made a sharp turn around the wolf again, and
was catching up to Tinny when another emerged from the tall grass,
moving fast. With two wolves now closing in on them, fighting was
no longer an option. They had to rely on speed, but the rain, which
was now starting to fall, wasn’t helping. Tinny was light, and
Gadella was young. The two quickly pulled ahead. She could see the
terror on Tinny’s face, when he looked back at her. He didn’t want
to leave her behind, but he was no soldier, and he urged Gadella to
move faster.

The rain was starting to come down harder now, and
visibility was limited. She could hear the wolves closing in on
her. She could almost feel their breath on the back of her neck,
when she spotted two riders coming out of the rain toward her. One
was Tullner, his blade already drawn, the other was Sandson.

The stupidity of heroics.

“Go back,” She shouted, focusing her command on the
deer, since she knew the men wouldn’t listen. She wasn’t sure if
either one of them heard her, since she found herself without a
mount.

One moment Fenola was under her, the next she was
flying through the air with the ground quickly coming up to meet
her. She hit the road hard, rolling along the surface and came to a
rest inside a shrub. Staggering to her feet, she drew her blades as
one of the wolves came at her. She tried sidestepping it, but it
caught her right shoulder with one brutal claw and, for a moment,
she thought it ripped her arm off. It spun her around, but she was
still able to score a hit of her own, a decent cut along the
beast’s flank. The wolf dropped back, keeping its distance and
circled her.

She was distracted by Fenola’s cry. Turning, she
witnessed the deer go down under the second creature. There was
nothing she could do to save her. Kile screamed and lunged at the
wolf. It spun around, lashing out with its long, thick tail,
knocking her legs out from under her. She hit the ground hard,
landing on her right arm, which only intensified the pain of her
injury. It was moving in for the kill when Vesper leapt on its
muzzle and bit down on its nose. The wolf’s short, muscular legs
were of no use in trying to remove the yarrow, and it resorted to
rolling around on the ground to dislodge it. Staggering to her feet
and gripping the weapon in her left hand, Kile buried the blade
into the distracted wolf’s side. It let out a horrifying cry, which
went right through her, knocking her to her knees. It filled her
head to the point of breaking, driving all other noise away, until
the only sound left was her screams. Only when the wolf took its
last breath did the world go silent.

The first sound she heard was a voice, deep in the
back of her mind, but it was too quiet for her to make out what it
was saying, and it faded all too quickly. That was soon replaced by
the sounds outside her head. It was as if someone had just opened
the window of her quiet room. There was the wind, a distant sound
of thunder, a rider coming in fast, and a deep long growling.

-Kile… dog.-

Vesper shouted, and his words brought the image of
the reptilian wolf, which was now slowly stalking her.

She had barely enough energy to lift her head, let
alone her weapon. Where was that feral side of her when she really
needed it?

The wolf slowly approached, its head low to the
ground, its teeth bared in what appeared to be a sinister smile.
What was so amusing, she wondered? It wasn’t as if she could do
anything to stop it. As it got closer, it suddenly disappeared. It
didn’t so much as vanish as it got its head slammed into the road
by on large platter sized hoof.

 


 


 


***~~~***


 


 


 


11

 


“Sir… Sir, she’s awake.”

“Send for the Captain.”

Kile didn’t recognize the voices, not all of them
anyway.

-Kile alive?-

It was an incredible effort just to open her eyes.
When she did, she was staring into the face of a little white
yarrow.

-Kile alive?-

Vesper asked again. There was an uncomfortable
uncertainty in his voice and she wondered just how bad she
looked.

“Yes Vesper… barely,” she replied.

She tried to lift her right arm, but it wouldn’t
move. The rest of her limbs felt as if they weighed a ton. As the
room fell into focus, she had no idea where she was, nothing looked
familiar. She was surrounded by walls of stone with rough cut
timber beams overhead. If there were windows, they had to be
closed. If they weren’t, then it was the dead of night, since the
only light in the room was a single flickering candle beside her
bed.

“Oh please not again,” she whispered. Why did she
always black out and end up in a hospital bed? Why couldn’t she,
just once, finish a battle, standing on her own two feet?

“Oh no you don’t, young lady.”

She heard someone say when she tried to sit up.

“Don’t move around too much.”

She decided to obey the disembodied voice, not
become she wanted to, but because her attempt at sitting up was
less than successful.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“You’re where you’re supposed to be,” came the
reply.

That’s hardly an answer.

There was the soft sound of footsteps on a wooden
floor as the voice got closer.

“Let’s see to that arm, shall we?”

Gentle hands touched her forearm and slowly worked
their way up to her shoulder. She turned to see an old man in a
black hat, lit by the light of the candle, leaning over her
bed.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“The name is Sumsor, if you must know,” he
answered.

The name didn’t ring any bells, but she had seen his
face before.

“You’re the healer in Moran,” she said.

“Yes, I’m aware of that,” he replied. “Now, how does
your arm feel?”

“I can’t seem to move it.”

“Well, I’m not surprised. It’s strapped to the bed,”
he said as he started to untie the bonds which restrained her arm.
“The question wasn’t whether you could move it or not, the question
was how does it feel?”

“Fine… I guess,” she replied, flexing her fingers.
At least she still had fingers to flex.

A noise, to her left, caught her attention as a door
opened, spilling in light from the corridor. When it closed, the
room was all that much darker. Heavy iron shod footsteps crossed
the floor toward her.

“How is she doing, Sumsor?” a familiar voice
asked.

“She’ll be fine. The damage to the shoulder could
have been worse. She should have full use of it in a couple of
days,” the healer replied.

“Good, I need to speak with her.”

“She should rest, Bart.”

“I understand that, but we don’t have much time, so
please.”

“As if you ever followed my advice,” the old healer
said, grabbing his bag, which rested beside the table. “I have
others who need my attention.”

He crossed the floor, heading for the door. The
light was allowed back into the room, but only temporarily. The
closing of the door forced it out again.

A tall, lean man with dark hair, which was starting
to show signs of age, walked around the end of the bed and pulled
up a chair. He sat down, looked at Kile and grinned.

“So, the wili has returned after all,” Captain
Bartholomew Jax laughed “Do you delight in giving my soldiers a
hard time?”

“I’m not sure I understand, sir,” Kile said, pulling
herself up to a sitting position. There was a dull aching in her
right shoulder, but nothing she couldn’t handle. She had suffered
worse injuries, back at the Academy.

“Do you know how long it took to convince my men you
weren’t a wili? I still don’t think they believe me. It was several
days before any man would stand watch over the western gate at
night. If it wasn’t for the new recruits, who were sent up from
Stripton a month after your little visit, I probably wouldn’t have
any guards on that gate. And now, when I finally get things settled
down, you do this to me.”

“I didn’t do anything,” she protested.

“You didn’t do anything,” he said, leaning back in
his chair. “Let me see now. First off, three days ago, I was
visited by a very determined red-shouldered hawk. It’s not that we
don’t see them around here, mind you. We just don’t tend to see
them flying through our halls, and they don’t usually drop cryptic
messages in my lap, but that was just the start. On the next day,
we are visited by five men of the King’s Command. Three of which
were wounded, but that, on its own, was the least of it. What was
disturbing was seeing the wili’s black horse return. You can only
image the commotion that stirred up. We took your wounded to the
halls and we found accommodations for your men and their horses, as
for your demon mount, he stood, staring at the western gates,
refusing to budge. When my men attempted to move him, he kicked one
across the yard.”

“I’m so sorry,” she replied sheepishly. “Grim
doesn’t really like being touched. How… how is your man?”

“A few bruised ribs, but a lesson well learned. I’m
sure that horse of yours could have done much worse, if he truly
intended to. Needless to say, we let him guard the western gate. It
wasn’t as if I was going to get any of my men to do it.”

“I’m sorry to be dropping this on you, sir.”

“Oh, don’t apologize, at least not yet, because we
haven’t even gotten to the best part. That would be when eight more
men of the King’s Command show up, not riding horses, mind you, but
riding black hoofed mountain deer. Unfortunately, that didn’t go
unnoticed. No sooner do we open the gate to let them through, then
that horse of yours, who stood motionless for the last day and a
half, charges out into the rain, along with two of your men. Twenty
minutes later, they return, with you, barely alive. If it wasn’t
for your men, I don’t think your horse would have let us near you.
As it was, that white rat of yours wasn’t as accommodating,”
Captain Jax said, holding up a bandaged finger.

“Again, I am sorry.”

“Oh, don’t be. It was my mistake in trying to
separate him from you. I should have known better.”

“What of the men and the deer? How are they?”

“Your men are fine. The wounded are in the halls
recovering and, as I’ve said, we found accommodations for the
others. The deer were brought to the western stables, and I can
assure you, the stable master will take care of them. As for your
horse, he is standing at the base of the stair just outside your
window. We thought it best to let him stand wherever he wanted
to.”

“I want to thank you for everything you’ve done,
sir.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Not until you know everything,”
He said, leaning back in his chair. “Tell me, why did you come
here?”

“It was the first safe place I could think of,” she
replied.

He looked at her carefully, and she felt as if he
was studying her, the way a man looks at an artifact that he does
not yet know the purpose of.

“What were you doing in Denal?” he asked.

At first, she wasn’t sure how much she could tell
him. Were they on a secret mission? As far as she knew, and that
wasn’t very far, there were no secrets attached to it. It wasn’t as
if she knew that much anyway.

“All I know is, it was supposed to be a simple
scouting mission,” she finally told him.

“Scouting? What were you supposed to be
scouting?”

“The Denal province. Personally, I don’t know
anything about it. I was only assigned to
the squad because they needed someone familiar with the area and I
was the only one unlucky enough to be available.”

He studied her again, and then nodded slowly as if
putting pieces together in his mind.

“When did you set out on this mission?” he
asked.

“I’m not really sure, to tell you the truth. I think
it was on the third of the month.”

“Well, if that were true,” he said, getting up from
his chair. “Then you don’t know.”

“Know? Know what?” she asked.

Walking across the floor, he pulled open the
shutters. The cool night air filled the room and she could hear the
gentle sound of rain falling upon the roof, just outside the
window. He turned toward her and leaned against the sill. And
although she couldn’t see his face, she could tell he was no longer
smiling. What he had to say pained him greatly.

“The Callor province has declared war on the King.
You are still behind enemy lines.”

“What? That’s… that’s impossible.”

“I’m afraid not. It was declared three days after
you left on your mission. I assume, had they known, they never
would have sent you out. At first, I thought you might have come to
spy on us, but now, I don’t believe that is the case.”

“But what happened? Why would the Callor province
declare war?”

“I have been wondering that myself. Lord Rimes is
not an impulsive man. This had to be coming for some time.”

Six years, Kile thought. That’s how long he had been
planning this. It all made sense now, in some strange psychotic
way.

“You know something, don’t you?” Captain Jax said as
he quickly returned to his chair.

“Lord Rimes is related to the King.”

“Well, yeah, that’s hardly a secret. Everyone knows
that. Lord Byron Rimes’ mother was Lady Andilen Waltair.”

“And she’s related to the King?” Kile asked

Jax looked at her curiously. “Waltair,” he said. “As
in Jusen Waltair… High King Jusen Waltair, father of Roland
Waltair.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not really up on my royal lines,”
she confessed.

“Fine,” Jax said, leaning forward. “I will give you
a quick rundown of the royal family. High King Jonland Waltair II
had two children, a boy and a girl, Andilen Waltair, who married
Fardane Rimes, and Jusen Waltair who married Isabel Kinns, I
believe Lady Kinns was from the Sutton Province. Jusen Waltair
succeeded Jonland to become King of Aru, and later went on to have
two sons of his own. Jonland Waltair III, and Roland Waltair II.
Jonland was to succeed his father to become King, but was
assassinated, and so Roland Waltair II became the new High King
after the death of Jusen. Lady Andilen Waltair and Lord Fardane
Rimes had only one son, and that was Lord Byron Rimes.”

“Oh, I see,” Kile replied “So Lord Byron Rimes is
the cousin to the High King.”

“Exactly,” Jax replied.

“And that’s why Eric ran off to join Ravenshadow,
because Ravenshadow is Eric’s second cousin.”

“What?”

“Now it all makes sense.”

“Then maybe you can explain it to me,” Jax said.

“They must have been planning this for at least six
years, possibly even longer. Eric Rimes get into the Hunter’s
Academy, not to become a Hunter, but to get something from the
great hall for his second cousin, Jonland Waltair.”

“But Jonland was assassinated,” Jax corrected
her.

“That’s just it. He wasn’t. A group of men, who came
to call themselves the dark conspiracy, faked it. They didn’t want
to see Jonland succeed the King. So they had him imprisoned for his
own assassination. This allowed Roland to become King. Jonland was
sent to Blackmore, but somehow, he managed to escape, and fled to
the wastelands, where he has been amassing his army to take back
the throne. Eric is supposed to retrieve some artifact from the
Great Hall at the Academy, but he failed, which delayed Jonland’s
plans. That means, he must have either found a way around the
obstacle without the artifact, or he’s changed his plans.”

“So you’re saying, Lord Rimes, choosing to declare
war on the High King, is part of this master plan.”

“Of course it is. Jonland amasses his army of valrik
in the Denal province, which is already weakened by Lord Rimes.
When the army is ready, Lord Rimes declares war on the High King,
thus opening his borders to the Uhyre army…”

“…which give the enemy a direct access to the
Azintar Province, and a path to the throne, unchecked,” Jax
finished for her.

Was it really that simple? Once it was all out in
the open, it wasn’t a very complicated plan.

“We have to inform… somebody,” Kile replied.
Although, she had no idea who to inform. Colonel Barshed was the
highest person up the line she could think of, although she never
met him. She did, however, meet the King, but it was very brief and
she was breaking into his home at the time.

“It’s not that easy,” Jax said. “You are overlooking
one minor problem.”

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Technically, we’re on opposing sides.”

She had to admit, that was one minor detail she
overlooked. Moran was a Callor outpost and therefore she just led
the men from one enemy to another.

“You can’t be serious. You can’t side with Lord
Rimes on this,” she pleaded.

“It is true, most of us do not agree with Lord
Rimes. Lord Bollen still has supporters, even out here.”

“Who’s Lord Bollen?” Kile asked.

“Lord Gunther Bollen is married to Lord Fardane
Rimes’ youngest sister, Keana, which makes him, Lord Byron Rimes’
Uncle.” Jax replied.

“This is getting too confusing,” she said, rubbing
her head. “How do you remember all these names?”

“Let us just say, Lord Bollen supports the crown,
and there are people in Callor who support Lord Bollen.”

“So, why don’t they just overthrow Lord Rimes?”

“If it was only that easy,” Jax laughed. “As many
people there are who support Lord Bollen, there are those who
support Lord Rimes, including men in this outpost.”

“It’s never simple,” Kile said, falling back on her
pillow. “So now what? I guess that makes us your prisoners.”

“That depends,” Jax replied, but before he could say
anything more, they heard a loud crash just outside the door. At
first, Kile thought Grim had gotten impatient and somehow managed
to climb the stairs to her room, but the noise was followed by the
sound of ringing steel, and she knew, a fight just broke out in the
corridor. Jax was moving toward the door when it suddenly flew
open. Sandson, along with one of the outpost soldiers, came
tumbling through, followed closely by Tullner, who had to jump over
them to get into the room. His sword was already unsheathed.

“Commander, are you okay?” he asked.

“What is going on?” Kile shouted.

“Callor has declared war on the crown. Word is,
valrik forces are marching on Moran as we speak. We have to get you
out of here.”

“Stand down, soldier,” Jax ordered.

Tullner turned on the Captain, but two more guards
pushed their way through the door. Since Jax refused to draw his
weapon, Tullner turned his attention to the current threat. Leaping
forward, he struck at one of the new arrivals. The guard barely
managed to get his blade up to deflect the young man’s attack.

“Stand down,” Jax ordered again, but it seemed
neither side was paying any attention to him.

Sandson had finally regained his footing, wrestling
the sword away from the guard he had been grappling with. He
quickly joined Tullner in the middle of the floor as the second
guard moved in.

The clashing of steel, the shouting, the barking
dogs, the smell of blood, it was all becoming too much for her.

“Enough!” Kile shouted, or actually, it was more
like a growl.

The room suddenly went silent as both sides stared
at her. The men didn’t so much as lower their weapons as they
raised them in defense while slowly backing away. She could smell
their fear and it was intoxicating.

-Kile?-

It was Vesper’s voice which broke through, and the
vision he showed her was not one she would soon forget. She saw
herself, crouching naked at the end of the bed, her untamed red
hair, the bruises and the scars, and her eyes. That was what she
had never seen before. Her eyes were those of a wild animal. How
was it even possible? Was this what she looked like when she lost
it, when she went feral? Was this what they were afraid of?

Only the gentle sound of the rain on the roof below
the window, disturbed the silence.

-Kile?-

Vesper called again.

Quickly grabbing the blanket from the bed, she
pulled it around her and turned away from the men. She did not want
to see the fear on their faces.

“Sandson, Tullner, lay down your weapons,” she
ordered.

“But… Kile?”

“Now.”

Swords clattered on the hard wooden floor, but she
wouldn’t turn around. Did they think she betrayed them, after
everything they had gone through?

“Place them with the others, for now,” Jax said.

She was grateful to hear his voice was
sympathetic.

The door to the room closed, and she knew she was
alone with the Captain once again.

“You won’t… harm them… will you?” she asked.

“Of course not,” Jax replied. “Please, you’re not
supposed to be out of bed. The last thing I need is Sumsor on my
case.”

-Kile okay?-

Vesper asked again.

“No, not really,” She replied.

“Sorry?”

“What? I was… never mind. I’m the one who should be
sorry, sorry about… everything.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. Your men did
what they were trained to do, I would expect no less.”

She laughed, but it was a nervous laugh. “They’re
not my men,” she replied.

“That’s not what they say. You are their commanding
officer.”

“I’m nobody’s commanding officer. I can’t even
control myself at time, what makes you think that I can command
men.”

“I think you handled yourself rather well,” Jax
replied.

The door opened again. This time Kile did turn
around as a young, dark haired, man entered. He was soaking wet,
dripping water as he stood in the doorway, looking rather
nervous.

“Sir.”

“What is it Raf?” Jax asked. Kile couldn’t hear what
the young soldier had to say, only the Captain's reply.

“I thought as much. They should be fine now, but put
them back in their pens until further notice.”

“What was that about?” she asked.

“Nothing to concern yourself with,” he said, “Now,
get back to bed.”

“Are we your prisoners?” she asked.

“That was what I was getting to,” he replied, “Now,
come on, you need your rest.”

Reluctantly, she returned to the bed, pulling the
sheets tighter around her. Jax poured her a glass of water before
returning to his own seat. He waited until she finished before he
continued.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I wish people… and animals, would stop asking me
that,” she replied.

“It’s just that…”

“Please, don’t. Just… just go on with what you were
saying.”

“Very well,” he said, taking the empty glass from
her and setting it on the table. “The problem is, as I see it,
Vadokk.”

Kile turned to look at him. “Who, or what is a
Vadokk?” she asked.

“Vadokk is the valrik commanding the Uhyre forces in
Denal. I have no doubt he knows you are here. As you have already
heard, he is on his way to the outpost to take custody of you and
your men.”

“I see,” Kile replied.

“I can stall only until I receive word from Callor
of what to do, which, I am sure, a message is already on its
way.”

“So you already sent word to Callor of our
arrival.”

“Not I. As I told you before, there are men, even
here, who are loyal to Lord Rimes. Not many, I assure you, and I
can name each and every one of them. Unfortunately, once I receive
those orders, for better or for worse, I have to obey them, if it
is within my power. You see, I still have family in Callor and if I
openly disobey any direct order from Lord Rimes or one of his
representatives, I will be placing them in danger.”

“I understand. I wouldn’t want you to risk your
family. I only ask one favor.”

“And what is that?” he asked, a look of confusion
crossed his face.

“The valrik wouldn’t know one vir from another,” she
replied. “You could hide the men among your guards. Then, all you
would have to do is turn me over. It may not be much, but it may
satisfy them.”

Jax paused, for a moment, before he let out a short
laugh.

“You would risk your life for these men who you
claim are not yours?” he asked.

“Somehow, these days, I don’t know what my life is
worth anymore. It may be enough.”

“I must admit, I did not even come close to that
idea. Marcus said you were alright, a bit stubborn, but
alright.”

Kile laughed. “Coming from him, that's not really
high praise.”

“I suppose not. But I can assure you I have no
intentions of handing anyone over to the Uhyre.”

“But, you just said you had to obey Callor, for
better or worse. I don’t think it can get any worse.”

“I said, I had to obey, if it was in my power.” Jax
replied with a grin.

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you see? It’s simple, the answer to both of
our problems. You and your men must take control of the
outpost.”

Kile slowly looked up at him.

“And I thought I was losing my mind,” she
replied.

“It makes perfect sense,” he said.

“So, me and my dozen or so able body men, take
control of this outpost away from your… how many did you say you
had here?”

“Just a battalion,” he said with a shrug. “There is
a little over nine hundred men, plus the support and a few
refugees.”

“I think the odds are stacked in your favor.”

“Possibly, but I think you greatly underestimate
yourself. Even without your men, I think you could easily seize
control of this outpost.”

“What, claim I’m a wili and scare them all into
submission?” she asked.

“Not quite, although I would be interested to see if
that would work,” he laughed. “No, actually I was thinking of…
well… your other army.”

“I’m afraid I’m a little scarce on military might at
the moment,” she replied.

“Allow me to explain the makeup of the Callor
military.” He said, rising from his chair. “The Callor province is
mostly a mountainous region, so we don’t have much of a cavalry.
Even at this outpost, we could only horse about a fifth of our
forces, but what we do have, and what we have found to be very
effective in this region, are dogs. There are just over three
hundred dogs in this outpost alone.”

“I don’t see how that helps me,” she said.

“Don’t you? I don’t know why, or how, but I’m pretty
sure you have a connection with animals, which I will never
understand. I remember the first time you were here, and you spoke
to those two hounds, which were supposed to be guarding you. You
somehow convinced two highly trained dogs to act like misbehaving
puppies to create enough confusing so you could escape. These dogs
are not trained to listen to just anyone, and yet they did exactly
what you wanted them to do. I don’t pretend to understand it, I
know I never will, I’m just an old soldier, but I know what I
saw.

“Just a moment ago, when you… how did you put it…
when you lost it, every dog on this outpost became… aggressive,
some even turned on their handlers.”

Kile quickly sat up. “That was never my intention,”
she said defensively.

“I understand that. But regardless of how it
happened, it happened. Corporal Raf just informed me, three men
were sent to the halls for dog bites,” Jax replied. He held up his
hand before she could apologize again. “I know you didn’t want it
to happen. I fear that if you did, the outcome would be much
different.”

“But I don’t want to fight you or your men to prove
a point,” she replied.

“And you won’t have to. I’m willing to turn the
outpost over to you.”

“But you can’t make that decision by yourself. What
of your men?”

“I spoke with my commanding officers not long after
I received your letter. We all knew something like this was going
to happen, eventually. The valrik were going to march into Callor,
whether we wanted them to or not. We had a choice to make. We could
either, turn a blind eye and let them pass into the lands of our
families, or, we could try and stop them here. If we tried to stop
them, then our actions alone would put our families in jeopardy.
What we had, is a no win situation.”

“But if I seize control of the outpost…” Kile
replied.

“…then we can stop the valrik here. Or at least try
to slow them down,” Jax finished for her.

“But what of your men, you said some are still loyal
to Lord Rimes.”

“Leave that to me,” Jax said, as he stood at the
foot of her bed. “So, what’s it going to be? The valrik forces are
on their way, and by my estimate, they may reach us as early as
tomorrow morning. So, what is your decision?”

“I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” Kile replied,
pulling the blanket tighter around her. It suddenly felt a lot
colder in the room. “I suppose Perha Squad just seized the
outpost.”

“Then you should probably get some rest, tomorrow
it’s going to get worse. I’ll inform your men of your decision,”
Jax said. He closed the door behind him, leaving Kile alone again,
or almost alone.

- What happened?-

Vesper asked, climbing into her lap.

“You know… I have no idea.”
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The rain was still beating on the roof, outside the
window, when Kile woke up. It was going to be another wet day.
Climbing out of bed, she pulled the blankets around her and
surveyed the room for the first time. It looked different in the
light, but that could be due to the fact she could actually see it.
The window shutters remained open all night and now looked out on a
gray sky. A long table rested against the wall off to one side,
upon it was a bowl of warm water and a wash cloth. Clothing was
draped over a chair along with a woolen cloak and a pair of boots.
Even her weapons were carefully laid out for her.

“What do you think, Vesper, should we get up?”

The yarrow yawned, looking up at her from the pillow
he commandeered in the night. He blinked a few times, before
closing his eyes and going back to sleep.

“My sentiments exactly,” She said, pulling the
blanket tighter around her and shuffling across the floor to the
table. She found, not only the washcloth, but a small mirror and
brush, so she tamed her wild hair, the best she could. She used the
warm water to wash her face and wished for a long hot bath. It was
going to be some time before she was aloud those little bits of
luxury.

Picking through the clothing, she was grateful to
see, they didn’t go out of their way. No pink dresses or frilly
blouses, this was standard issue, right down to the military
underclothes. Getting dressed, took a bit of time, her arm wasn’t
being very cooperative. It was still sore, although not nearly as
bad as it was last night, but it still made it difficult to perform
even the simplest tasks. Getting her shirt on was difficult enough,
pulling on her boots was nearly impossible. She tried using the
hand mirror to get an idea of what the uniformed looked like once
it was on, but she couldn’t see very much. She just hoped it didn’t
look as bad as what she could see.

“So, how do I look?” she asked Vesper

-We find food now?-

The yarrow replied, standing on the end of the bed.
He didn’t seem to care what costume she wore, as long as he was
getting fed.

“Yeah, we’re going to look for food.” She told him.
She held out her hand so he could climb up onto her shoulder.

Opening the door to her room, she stepped out into
the hall, only to find Tullner sleeping on a chair beside her
door.

“You wouldn’t be on guard duty, would you?” she
asked him.

The young man jumped to his feet, knocking over his
chair as he stammered an apology. She had to laugh.

“What are you doing out here anyway?” she asked
him.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay, ma’am,”
Tullner replied.

Kile shook her head. “I’m not a ma’am, okay. I’m
just… me,” she said.

“I understand, ma’am, but you are my commanding
officer.”

“As I told Captain Jax, I’m no one’s commanding
officer.”

“With Sergeant Wargner gone, you’re the highest
ranking officer and therefore commander of Perha Squad.”

She knew arguing with him, about rules and
regulations, wasn’t going to be very productive, and arguing on an
empty stomach never got anyone anywhere.

“If you say so,” She said, with a dismissive wave of
her hand and walked away. Tullner kept pace, one step behind her.
“So, as your commanding officer, what do I do now, Corporal?” she
asked.

“Actually, ma’am, I’m a private.” Tullner
replied.

She stopped and looked at him. “Since when?” she
asked.

“Since right before Sergeant Wargner went off to
Coopervill. If you remember, he demoted me and had me detained for
insubordination.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right,” she replied, as continuing
walking. “Well, I don’t think you have to worry about that
anymore.”

“That would rely on you, ma’am.”

“Me, why me?”

“You are the commanding officer,” Tullner
replied.

Kile shrugged. “Do you want to be detained for
insubordination?” she asked.

“No, not really.”

“There, that’s settled. Now, where do we find
food?”

“Right this way, ma’am”

“What about your rank, can I make you a Corporal
again?” she asked.

“The commanding officer does have the right to
bestow battlefield promotions.”

“That’s a yes?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Okay, fine, you’re a Corporal, no wait a minute…
make that a Sergeant.”

“But, ma’am, you can’t…”

“I can do anything, I’m the commanding officer, you
told me that yourself,” she said with a grin.

“The rank is only temporary and has to be evaluated
by the high command before it can become permanent,” Tullner
explained.

“Tullner… Sergeant, we probably won’t be alive long
enough to worry about that.” She replied, pulling the hood of her
cloak up over her head and stepping out into the rain.

-About time you got your ass out of bed.-

Grim shouted as he came stomping across the baily
toward her. He must have been standing at the foot of the stairs
all night, as he was completely drenched. It didn’t seem to improve
his disposition, but then, nothing ever did.

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

-Try afternoon, and I wouldn’t say good until you
looked out over the wall.-

She looked up, toward the high wall where there
appeared to be a lot of activity on the allure. Soldiers had
gathered along the parapet and were observing something on the road
leading to Moran.

“Somehow I think breakfast is going to have to
wait,” she told Tullner.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“I’m not really sure, but it’s probably not going to
be anything good,” she replied.

The outpost of Moran was built into the side of a
mountain and was divided into two levels, one inside, and above,
the other. The first level was known as the mainway, named after
the road which ran between the two gates. It was surrounded by a
thirty foot stone wall on three sides, and the mountain to the
north. The mainway ran under the second level, known as the
kastelya. There were only two ways to reach the kastelya, and both
of these routes could be cut off, should the mainway be taken. The
kastelya was also surrounded by a thirty foot wall, which was
commonly referred to as the high wall, since it overlooked the
gatehouse and the main bailey sixty feet below.

Kile took the steps, which led up to the high wall,
and found Captain Bartholomew Jax among the other men. He didn’t
notice her at first, since he was a bit preoccupied with what he
saw below. A young soldier stood beside him looking equally
nervous. He couldn’t be more than fifteen years old, Kile thought
as she watched the boy stare wide eyed over the parapet. He
reminded her so much of Toby, the young boy who worked at the Bird
and Bay back in Coopervill. Toby had a bit of a crush on her, or so
she’d like to think, but it didn’t matter anymore. He was gone now,
along with so many of the others. When she stepped onto the allure,
she cast her gaze west, where the province of Denal stretched out
before her, and saw what had captured the attention of so many
soldiers. The Uhyre had come in the night.

They covered the lands before the gatehouse, and she
would guess their numbers to be in the thousands, but it wasn’t the
main force. During her time in the wastelands, she saw the Uhyre
armies, and this was only a fraction of their number. A single
grain of sand on a vast beach, or so the old saying goes. Where
were the rest of them, she wondered. If this was truly going to be
the force which crossed into Callor to take the Azintar Province,
it was only a vanguard, but it was still impressive. She might have
been two walls away, and sixty feet up, but she was still
worried.

Jax handed a note to the young boy who quickly ran
off with it. When he turned back to the parapet, he noticed Kile.
“Well Commander. Come to see our guests?” he said.

“I thought there’d be more,” she commented.

“There’s enough.” He replied, leaning on the parapet
wall. “These are probably the ones who were garrisoned in
Coopervill.”

“They don’t appear to be very aggressive,” Tullner
added.

“Not yet.” Jax replied. “We have about three days at
best, before they decided to come in, whether we invite them or
not.”

“How do you figure?” Kile asked.

“We just received a message from Vadokk. He has
requested we hand over his prisoners, and open the mainway for his
armies to pass into Callor.”

“And you refused… I hope,” she replied.

“Not quite. I don’t want to start a war, not just
yet. I have just sent a message, informing our dear valrik, we can
only open the gate and hand over the prisoners on the orders of
Lord Rimes of Callor. Since we have not received any orders yet,
the gates must remain closed.”

“And that will take three days?” she asked.

“No. As I said, these are the forces that were
garrisoned in Coopervill. We have reason to believe, since the
valrik now hold Denal, more of the Uhyre forces will be coming over
the border preparing to march into Azintar. Vadokk will not try
anything, until he is at his full strength.”

“Surely they could just go around us,” Tullner
added.

“They could try,” Jax replied. “But, if they head
south, they will have to go as far as Fennel to pass the southern
point. And if they did that, it would put them on serious ground,
well within the midst of the King’s Command. If they try to go
north…”

“Marcin’s Pass,” Kile added.

“You know of this place,” Jax grinned.

“That’s the way I first came to Denal,” She
replied.

Marcin’s Pass was a natural bridge which spanned a
river some distance below it. The bridge was strong enough to
support the armies to pass, but it was too narrow. The Uhyre could
only walk two abreast.

“So, that’s why the outpost is here, to protect the
western border of Callor, but from what?” Kile asked. It was common
knowledge, the Denal province was never known for its military
might.

“Moran was placed long before Denal was settled,”
Jax explained. “This outpost was established during the Mudd Wars.
At one time, this was all wild land, still is, if you ask me.”

“So what do we do know, sir?” Tullner asked. “Do we
just… wait?”

“Nothing we can do. Not unless you wish to go down
there and tell them they’re not welcome,” Jax laughed.

Tullner looked a little green as he stared down at
the sea of valrik. He was a simple farm boy. Sieges and battles
were not his thing. Captain Jax, on the other hand, was a seasoned
veteran who had seen more than his share of conflicts.

“Don’t think too much about it, son,” Jax said,
placing his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “It won’t be long
before they get a message to Callor, one way or another, and then
the time we have now won’t seem very long at all.”

“Then we should probably start preparing, while we
still have time,” Kile said.

“What did you have in mind?” Jax asked.

“For starters, we should move as much of the food
and supplies to the kastelya while we have the time, as well as all
civilians. We’ll have a better chance of protecting them there.
While we still have the rain, we should fill as many barrels with
water as we can, and have them placed in easily accessible areas,
especially around the warehouses and stables. The men should be in
full gear at all times and we should double the guard on the walls
at night. I wouldn’t put it past the valrik to try a bit of
sabotage, if they could pull it off. But first, I’m going to find
something to eat.”

“It seems you’re an old hand at this,” Jax laughed
“I’ll have it seen to… Commander.” He said, giving her a mock
salute, before heading down the allure and barking out orders to
his men. His calm demeanor worried her. There were only two types
of people, whom she could think of, who would be so calm in a
situation such as this. Those who have already accepted death, and,
of course, the insane. Which of these was Captain Jax, she
wondered.

She headed back down the stairs with Tullner close
behind. It was hard to believe that a dreadfully boring book, she
read over the summer at the Academy entitled siege tactics, would
actually come in handy. She could only image what Master Adams
would say. That is, if she ever gets a chance to tell him.

Tullner was abnormally quiet when they descended the
stairs to the main bailey. Seeing the enemy so close, affected the
young soldier. As far as Kile knew, he never saw any real action,
aside from a quick battle with a few gulrik and the ambush at the
crags. Neither one of which he fared very well. Now he was perched
on the edge of a battle which did look too promising.

“The mess hall is on the far side, near the east
gatehouse.” He said, breaking his silence.

“Then I’ll treat you to a cup of tea, to settle your
nerves,” she replied.

“I could do with something stronger.”

“We’ll see what they have.”

The mainway passed underneath the kastelya, through
a long dark tunnel, although it wasn’t that long and it wasn’t that
dark. Lamp posts, lining the road on either side, provided a light
in the gloom of a damp afternoon. The rain didn’t fall on the
streets here, but it did run down the sides into the storm drains
creating two fast moving streams. The sides of the tunnel were
marked with closed doors and bordered windows, signs of storefronts
long abandoned, most likely due to the war.

When they reached the far end of the tunnel, and
stepped back out into the rain, they were met by a hub of activity.
Doors were open, lights were lit, and laugher was spilling out into
the rain soaked streets. It was as if she had stepped into another
world, one the war hadn’t touched yet. Did they know what was just
beyond the western gate, she wondered.

“Perha Squad is held up here, waiting for orders,”
Tullner said, heading toward a large, two-story, wooden
building.

Sure enough, she could see the men of Perha Squad
sitting around two of the large tables. They appeared to have
recovered from their ordeal of the last few days, as they were
laughing, drinking and eating. They were also not the only ones
having a good time. There were soldiers of Moran, as well as quite
a few civilians, enjoying themselves.

When Kile entered, Sandson jumped to his feet and
stood at attention. The rest of the squad quickly followed suit. At
first, she thought someone entered behind her, and she even turned
around to look, but there was no one there. They were standing at
attention for her, which had the effect of making her feel very
uncomfortable.

“What’s going on here, Tullner?” she asked.

“They’re waiting for your command, ma’am,” he
replied.

Command? What command? She didn’t know any
commands.

“At ease,” she finally said, hoping it sounded more
forceful than it did in her head. It was the only command she could
remember from her time at the Academy, and she was grateful to see
it actually worked. The men seemed a little more relaxed, although
they were still standing.

“Make them sit down,” she whispered to Tullner. She
was not amused to see the young soldier grin.

“Stand down,” Tullner commanded in a voice which had
a bit more authority. The men returned to their seats, although,
they were still waiting for her to say something.

“So, what’s the word Commander?” Sandson asked,
turning toward her. “Are we prisoners, or what?”

“Is it true, Callor has turned against the crown?”
Tinny asked.

“I heard we’re to be handed over to the valrik.”
Nasom remarked.

The question did raise a few concerns, and the men
started to talk all at once.

“Now, please, calm down.” Kile said, standing at the
head of the table. “Nobody is being handed over to the valrik.”

“That’s not what I heard,” Duffy said, leaning back
in his chair. “I heard the head valrik, something by the name of
Vadokk, has demanded we be handed over to them without delay.”

He folded his arms across his chest and looked at
her with a smug expression, one that he often presented to her, one
which she never liked. He was Sergeant Wargner’s right hand man,
and it was obvious, he believed the mantle of command should have
come to him.

“If that was true,” she said calmly. “Wouldn’t we
already be on the way out the gate?”

“So what is the deal? What’s going to happen to us
now?” Sandson asked.

“As of last night, we... sort of… took control of
the outpost,” Kile said quickly. Even after hearing it spoken out
loud, it still didn’t sound right.

“We did what?” Tinny asked.

“How did we do that?” Lesh asked.

“It’s not official,” Kile replied, holding both
hands up to silence the squad. “It’s a little complex, but for now,
Captain Bartholomew Jax is still in command of the outpost, and we
will help him in any way we can.”

“He is a trader to the crown, and I will not give
aid to the enemy.” Duffy shouted, jumping to his feet. This had the
effect of silencing the entire room, and now the civilians were
taking a keen interest in the squad’s conversation, as well as a
few of the outpost soldiers.

It was probably not a good idea to accuse their
commanding officer of treason.

“It would depend on who you think he’s betraying,”
Kile replied. “Captain Jax and most of the men under his command,
have families in Callor. They cannot openly oppose Lord Rimes, but,
if we seize command of the outpost, then technically, by opposing
Vadokk and the valrik, he cannot be branded a traitor by either
side.”

“This is ridiculous. This isn’t the way things are
done,” Duffy continued to shout. He was waving his hands for a more
dramatic effect. It was almost like watching some pantomime. “If we
are truly in command of this outpost, then we must imprison the
Callor forces.”

“Then what, the remaining thirteen of us defend the
outpost against the valrik?” Tullner asked. “We need Captain Jax
and his men if we want to survive this.”

“You are more than free to leave if you want,
Corporal Duffy,” Kile added. “But, there are only two ways out of
this outpost. If you go east, you’ll be entering Callor, where you
will probably be imprisoned before nightfall. If you head west,
you’ll probably be dead before you take your third step, since
there is at least two thousand valrik sitting on our front door
step.”

“Seriously?” Nasom asked.

Maybe she should have broken that to them a little
easier.

“I’m afraid so,” she replied. “Tullner and I have
just returned from the high wall. Captain Jax estimates, we have
about three days before the valrik will try to take the outpost.
They may, or may not, be assisted by Callor forces. If that
happens, I don’t have to tell you what our odds of coming out of
this alive are.”

“So what do we do?” Tinny asked.

“Today, we prepare with what little time we have,
we’ll worry about tomorrow when it comes. For now, you might as
well enjoy yourself a little longer until I can find out how we can
best fit in.”

 


Kile left the men to talk among themselves and took
a seat at a deserted table in the far corner of the room. She
ordered a warm cup of tea, which was brought to her by an eager
young waitress. Everything was moving so fast and she feared it
would speed up before it slowed down. She was well out of her
element here, and felt as if she had no control over anything,
including herself. The feral episodes were becoming more and more
frequent, and she was beginning to wonder if she was losing her
sanity. She had planned to contact Morgan, but no messages were
going in or coming out of the Tower. Mystics don’t get involved in
wars, and it would appear they have isolated themselves from
everything, at the moment.

Where was that simple farm girl, she wondered? How
did she come so far and why did she make the journey? This was as
far away from the Veller farm as she could have imagined. The only
thing she could do now was to survive, although that was easier
said than done. The code book she received when she graduated never
even came close to covering this.

Fall back on the basics. That was what she needed to
do, but what were the basics? For a Hunter, that was easy,
information. She needed to gather as much information as she could
about everything, and everyone.

She took a sip of her tea, which was actually quite
soothing, something of a local herb found only in the mountainous
regions of Callor. She made a mental note to ask the cook if he had
some dried leaves available.

“You know, I wouldn’t have believed it, if I hadn’t
seen it with my own eyes. But this has to be your worst outfit
yet.”

Kile slowly looked up from her cup of tea at a
slender young woman with long blond hair. She was dressed in a
filly, blue blouse and slacks. In her hand was a bowl of salad.

“Alisa?”

“Even traveling with a dozen hansom young men, you
still have spinster written all over you,” the young girl laughed,
taking a seat at Kile’s table.

Alisa set the bowl down and pulled out a single leaf
of lettuce. She handed it to Vesper who eagerly accepted it. The
yarrow made short work of the leaf, then helped himself to another
when the girl pushed the bowl toward him.

“I see Vesper hasn’t lost his appetite,” she
laughed.

Alisa Reaba, owner and operator of the Apple Blossom
Livery in Coopervill, and the first person Kile met when she
arrived in the mining town. That was so long ago now, almost
another age. She hadn’t dared think about Alisa, probably because,
in the back of her mind, she had already written her off as being
deceased.

“What are you doing here?” Kile asked.

“At the moment, just helping out where I can, but
what happen to you, where have you been and did I hear right. Are
you commanding a squad of able bodied young men?”

“Please, don’t even go there,” Kile laughed. “But
seriously, it’s great to see you. I thought you were…”

“What? Dead?” Alisa replied, and even though she was
still smiling a heavy darkness covered her eyes.

“What happened in Coopervill?” Kile asked.

“I don’t really know,” Alisa replied, staring down
at the table. “It happened so fast. The last thing I can remember
was Carl, waking me up in the dead of night, which I thought was
strange since he seldom came into the farmhouse, let alone in my
room. He told me I had to go, that the town was under attack. At
first I didn’t believe him, but Carl wasn’t one for making jokes. I
remember grabbing some clothes as he led me down the stairs into
the courtyard. He had a horse saddled, waiting for me. The sky in
the west was this bright orange color, and I remember thinking, it
was the most beautiful sunset I had ever seen, but it wasn’t the
sun setting. The town was burning.”

“How many made it out?” Kile asked.

“Not many,” Alisa replied, taking a deep breath. “As
I said, it happened so fast, there was no warning or anything. Only
those of us on the eastern side of town had any chance of getting
away. They never perused us. It was almost like they just wanted
the town. Steele met us on the road. I think he was returning from
one of his assignments. He went back to check on the town, to get
as many out as he could, but I think by then it was too late. He
was the one who led us here, to this outpost. He said we would be
safe. We’ve been here for a couple of months now. Obviously we
can’t go back to Denal and Callor doesn’t want us, so, here we
wait. Have you… seen him lately?”

“Steele? I’m afraid not. Last I heard he’s running
messages between command and the base camps. What about Carl?
Where’s he?” Kile asked, looking past Alisa into the crowd of
civilians. She hadn’t really noticed them before, but there were a
few familiar faces, now that she thought about it, of course, that
could just be wishful thinking.

“I don’t know,” Alisa replied, dragging Kile back to
the conversation. “The last time I saw him was in the courtyard,
when he told me to go. If he survived, he didn’t come here.
Truthfully, I can’t see him leaving the Apple Blossom. I truly
believe he would fight to his last breath to defend it.”

Alisa looked down at her hands as if trying to
forget what she had just remembered, but then her smile, which
never seemed to be too far away, slowly returned.

“What about you?” She asked. “The last we parted,
you were heading to Littenbeck with a couple of Hunters on your
trail. So what happened?”

Kile started to explain everything which happened to
her, since the day she left the Apple Blossom Livery,
unfortunately, she never got the chance to explain it all. The
doors to the pub opened and Captain Jax entered, along with the
young nervous soldier she saw him with earlier.

“Commander, we have a problem,” He said, crossing
the floor toward her.

“What is it?” she asked.

“You know when I said, we should have about three
days before the Uhyre get hostile, I may have misjudged.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Private Thompson, here, has just returned with
Vadokk reply, and I fear, the situation on the ground has changed.
He’s basically telling us to open the mainway, or he will open it
himself.”

“How long has he given us?” she asked.

“Daybreak tomorrow.”

“Wonderful. Do you think more of the Uhyre have
arrived?”

“That would be my guess,” Jax replied. “But it might
be something else. Thompson, tell her what you saw.”

The young soldier looked at the Commander first,
before stepping forward. He never made eye contact with Kile and
seemed a little nervous. She had to wonder if it was because she
was a wili or because she was a woman. He didn’t look like he had
much experience with either one.

“Um… when… when I was… waiting for Vadokk to reply
to the message, I noticed a few of the valrik cutting down trees.
They were dragging them off to the west. I couldn’t actually see
what they were doing… but, it looked as if they were building
something.”

“Building something, what?” Kile asked.

“Siege engine, ram, hell, they could be building a
boat out there, for all we know,” Jax replied.

“What do you suggest?”

“We don’t stand much of a chance if they hit us with
everything,” Jax said. “The truth is, this outpost has been
undermanned and under supplied for ages. It was never meant to
withstand a full assault. If you haven’t noticed, this is where
Callor sends their malcontent and misfits, to keep them out of
trouble. We should probably expect the worst, but hope for the
best.”

“That doesn’t’ sound very promising,” she
replied.

“I never said the job of running the outpost was
easy, Commander.”

Kile looked around the room at the young soldiers
who were waiting eagerly for her to say something. She would love
to jump up on one of the chairs and give a rousing speech which
would raise their moral and rally them into action, but she had
nothing. The truth of the matter was too sobering, and they all
heard it. Nothing she could say would change that. The only thing
left to do now is fall back on the basics.

“Then the first thing we should do is get a message
to high command.” she said, getting to her feet. “We need to inform
them of what’s going on, but I don’t think we can expect much help
from them any time soon. Until then, we’re on our own. We should
secure the gates and get the civilians to the kastelya,”

She took the last mouthful of her tea and set the
cup aside.

“I agree. I’ve already sent my men to the storage
rooms to start moving supplies,” Jax replied.

“And the stables,” Kile said. “Get the horses and
the deer up there as well.”

“You want to bring the horses into the kastelya?”
Jax asked.

“Of course I do. I’m not leaving anything or anyone
along the mainway.”

“You’re in command,” Jax said with a slight nod.

“I’ll have Perha Squad help with the civilians, and
I’ll meet you on the high wall.”

“It’s going to get awful crowded up there.” Jax
said. Turning, he motioned for the boy, named Thompson, to follow
him as he headed back out into the rain.

“Come on Vesper, we better get going,” she said as
she lowered her arm for the yarrow to climb up. Vesper took his
seat on her shoulder. She walked over to where Perha Squad was
nervously waiting.

“Tullner, did you hear all that?” she asked.

“Hard not to,” he replied.

“I want you to start getting the civilians to the
kastelya. Alisa, will you help?”

“Of course I will.” Alisa replied and quickly moved
to the back of the room. She started to get the people moving.

“When you get everything going, meet me on the high
wall.” Kile said. She pulled the hood of her cloak back over her
head and headed back out into the rain.

She was expecting this. There was no way the valrik
would wait out there quietly for someone to open the front door. It
was only a matter of time before they would force their way
through, but they needed that time. They were building something
back there, and she had to find out what it was.

She made her way up to the kastelya, weaving through
the soldiers who were carrying crates and barrels through the
streets. Her first stop was the infirmary, not because she needed
it, but because she knew where it was. When she opened the door,
her senses were assaulted by the smells of strong medical herbs and
cleaning solutions. It reminded her of Daniel, and started to
wonder where he was right about now.

She found Sumsor going over a list, with his
assistants moving around him, checking on shelved items and peering
into boxes. It was clear, they were expecting heavy casualties. The
healer looked up when she entered.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I need ink and parchment,” she told him.

Sumsor hesitated for a moment, and Kile wondered if
he was going to be surly again, but instead, he turned to one of
his assistants.

“Ja, get some ink and parchment from the back room,”
he ordered.

“Yes, sir,” The young, dark haired, boy replied and
disappeared through one of the back doors.

Returning to his list, Sumsor continued to read
words, Kile never heard before, but they must have meant something.
The other two boys were running back and forth, opening cabinets
and cupboards, calling out numbers, while Sumsor took notes.

When Ja returned, he had a scroll in one hand and a
new bottle of ink in the other. He set them down on a table in the
corner of the room and produced a quill from his pocket, before
returning to the organized chaos. Sitting down, Kile unrolled the
scroll, opened the bottle of ink, and was about to write when
realized she didn’t know who she was writing to. It wasn’t like she
could actually send a letter to high Command. For starters, how
would she get it there? She was planning on asking one of the
birds, but since she didn’t know anyone at high Command, who would
she tell the bird to deliver it to. The first person she could
think of, who wouldn’t turn away a bird with a letter, was Daniel,
but he was in no position to convince anyone. That left only Master
Folkstaff. Folkstaff never came out and confronted her with it, but
she knew he had ideas about her Edge, and what she was capable of.
He was also well connected with the higher up, being one of only
three Hunters working with Colonel Barshed.

Kile began to scribble out the details, which
included their location and the situation they now found themselves
in. She made a note of what happened to Perha Squad when they
reached Coopervill, but decided to leave out a few details, such as
her personal opinion of the late Sergeant Wargner, and the details
of their escape. She should have collected a bit more information
before writing the letter, but she could always follow up with a
second one, if the overall situation changed. Blotting it dry, she
rolled it up and slipped it into her courier bag.

Pulling the hood back over her head, she charged
back out into the rain, making her way to the high wall. She found
Captain Jax staring out at the growing number of valrik. Tullner,
Sandson, and Alisa were also there.

“Alisa, what are you doing up here?” She asked when
she reached the allure.

“I’m not going to be left out,” Alisa replied.

“I assumed she was with you,” Captain Jax said,
looking at the young girl. “This isn’t exactly the place for a
social gathering.”

“Sorry, sir, she’ll stay out of the way,” Kile
assured him.

“I should hope so,” he replied.

“So what are we doing?” Alisa asked.

“You’re staying here and staying out of the way,”
Kile told her. She took Vesper off her shoulder and handed him to
the girl. “Vesper, you stay will Alisa, I have to make a delivery,”
she told him.

Falling into her Edge, Kile reached out across the
skies. There was no time for secrecy now. She could no longer hide
what she could and was going to do. By the time she reached the far
side of the wall, where there were fewer soldiers to watch her, she
was greeted by not one, but three red shoulder hawks. Captain Jax
did say they were common to the area. She was just glad they were
willing to fly in this weather.

“I need your help to deliver a letter,” She said
when she approached the hawks.

One of them hopped forward and she recognized him as
the hawk who had carried her letter to Captain Jax. Did he live
around here, she wondered, or did he just like delivering mail?

“Thank you.” She said, holding out the letter to
him. “I need you to find someone. I’m afraid he’s some distance
south of here. Will you do it?” She asked.

The hawk answered in a sharp, shrill voice which cut
through her head. His talons crushed down on the parchment, tearing
it in places as he got a firm grip on it.

“I need you to bring the letter to this vir.” She
said, concentrating on an image of Master Folkstaff. Only when she
was sure the hawk understood, did she try to picture his location,
or at least, where she thought he should be.

“Be quick but be safe.” She told the hawk and
watched him take flight, heading south. When she could no longer
see him, she turned to the remaining pair, who were waiting
patiently. “Do you two still want to help?” she asked them.

-Yes-

-Yes-

She was used to birds being clipped in their speech,
often answering with only one or two well-chosen words, but words
filled with too many images. Hawk appeared to be even more direct
in their speech, almost like a soldier addressing a superior
officer.

“What are your names?” she asked them.

-Chaka-

-Tokoka-

“What I need you two to do, is to fly over the Uhyre
camp and find out what they are building, but don’t get too
close.”

The two hawks, upon receiving their orders, spread
their wings and flew from the parapet wall. She watched them
disappear into the gray skies.

Kile turned around and almost ran into Alisa who was
standing behind her. Vesper was perched on her shoulder.

“Were you… talking to them?” she asked.

“Yes, I was, but this isn’t the time. We have to get
back to the others.” Kile replied, trying to cut off the
conversation before it had a chance to start.

“But you can talk to birds?” Alisa asked. It was
clear she wasn’t going to drop it so easily.

“Not only birds.” Kile replied as she extended a
hand to Vesper, who leapt off of Alisa’s shoulder on to her
arm.

When they returned to Captain Jax, Kile looked, once
more, over the parapet wall at the sea of Uhyre below her. They
didn’t appear to be very hostile at the moment, only bored of
hanging around and staring at the gates of the outpost. They would
wait until either the break of dawn to start their assault, or
until whatever contraption they were building was complete.

“So, where do we stand on preparations?” she asked
Tullner.

“The civilians have been moved into the eastern
section of the kastelya.”

“What about supplies?” She asked, turning to
Jax.

“Supplies and food have been taken care of, as well
as the horses and the deer, although the deer were not being very
cooperative,” He replied.

“So, now what?” Tullner asked.

“Now, we wait,” Jax replied.

They didn’t have to wait very long, within moments
two black specks appeared on the horizon and were flying toward the
high wall. Kile quickly placed Vesper in the courier’s bag as they
approached. She didn’t actually think the two hawks would try
anything with the yarrow, but she didn’t want to take any chances.
Their arrival attracted a bit of attention as they landed on the
parapet either side of her.

“Show me.” She said, closing her eyes and falling
into her Edge.

Once again she took flight, vicariously, through the
eyes of the hawk, high above the outpost, soaring through the
darken sky. Far below her, she could see the valrik preparing for
the inevitable. It was clear they had no intention of waiting for
any message, or even for the break of dawn. They were readying
their weapons and donning their armor. As Captain Jax feared, more
were coming in from the west. They were already falling into
formation. She swooped in closer, coming around the trees to the
section of the forest which had been cleared, and found what she
was looking for. She had never seen one up close before, only in
the pages of a book, but she knew what it was. It was a mangonel,
and a crudely made one at that. Crude or not, it could easily lay
waste to the wall of Moran. Six of those horrid reptilian wolves
were being strapped into a harness. The valrik were preparing to
move it into place.

Kile broke the connection, quickly returning to her
earth bound body.

“You were right, Captain,” she said, turning to face
Jax. “More valrik are moving in from the west, and they haven’t
been idle. They’ve been busy building a siege engine.”

“Do we know what kind?” Tullner asked.

“I’ve only read about them in books, but I would say
it was a mangonel.”

“That’ll do the job.” Jax said, scratching his chin.
“These walls weren’t exactly built to withstand that kind of
punishment.”

“Maybe we should just let them through, Captain,”
one of the soldiers replied.

Kile recognized the man as Raf, the soldier who
accused her of being a wili the last time she was a visitor at the
outpost.

“I will not have their kind passing through the
gates of Moran, not into Callor. I’ll collapse the mainway myself,
before I see that happen,” Jax replied.

“Then what can we do?” Tullner asked. “You said it
yourself. These walls won’t stand up against that kind of
assault.”

“It’s obvious,” Kile said, staring out over the
battlefield. “We have to get it, before it gets us.”

“And how do you plan on doing that?” Jax asked.

How did she plan on doing that? There was, of
course, the little issue of an army between them and the catapult.
Any attempt at trying to break through would be suicidal, but
should the valrik use the weapon on the outpost, there was little
chance they would last the night. It was a no win situation. Kile
said nothing and headed for the stairs.

“Where do you think you’re going, Commander?” Jax
asked.

“Let’s be serious, Captain,” Kile said as she turned
to look at him. “I’m not a commander. I never was, at least not of
men. You know your army, you know what they are capable of, and I
know mine.” She said, descending the stairs.

She was all the way down to the main bailey when the
sound of the horns called the men to their posts. It was really
happening, she thought. She finally caught up to the war. Up to
this point, it had only been small skirmishes or second hand
battles told by soldiers who survived them, now it was her
turn.

What surprised her was how calm she felt at the
moment. She always assumed, if she went into battle, or if the
battle came to her, as it did now, she would be afraid. But, in
fact, the opposite was true. It wasn’t that she was eager to fight,
because she wasn’t. It was simply the way things were meant to be.
If this was to be the end of her cycle, then there was nothing she
could do about it, but to accept it. This was what Gorum tried to
teach her, so long ago. She now understood what the old dog meant.
At the time, she just couldn’t accept it. How could someone accept
death as being inevitable? That side of her which existed in the
vir’s world, wanted desperately to fight against it, but the other
side of her, the one in the natural world, that side embraced it.
It was quite confusing, and what made it more confusing was the
fact, she hadn’t the slightest idea where she was going.

She stopped in the middle of the mainway while
soldier’s passed her on the way to their posts.

“What happen, you get lost?”

Kile turned around to see Alisa following her.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“What? I’m your responsibility, remember? Besides,
why would I want to stay on the wall if it’s going to be attacked?”
Alisa replied.

Kile had to admit, she had a good point.

“Fine, you can come with me. Now, where did they
store the food?” she asked.

“Food? How can you be hungry at a time like
this?”

“I’m not hungry. I just need to find the food
storage units.”

“Well, they were just down the street from the pub,
but I suppose it’s empty now. You heard the Captain. All the food
was taken into the kastelya.”

“I’m not looking for food. I’m looking for where the
food was stored.” Kile replied as she continued down the street.
They were passing, once more, through the tunnel, under the
kastelya.

Alisa led her to a large stone building, where the
doors were left wide open. The only things remaining inside were
several barrels along one of the walls, a couple of empty sacks and
a few damaged boxes. Beyond that, everything else had been
removed.

“What do you expect to find here?” Alisa asked.

Kile said nothing as she moved to the center of the
room. Sitting down, she closed her eyes and fell into her Edge. She
was reaching out with her senses, searching every dark corner and
small hole in the warehouse, when she found them. No sooner did she
call for their help, she heard Alisa scream.

“Rats.”

“Will you keep it down?” Kile said, opening her eye
and looking around. Sure enough, a dozen or so large rats had
answered her call and were now hovering around the outer edges of
the wall.

“But there are rats in here,” Alisa complained.

“I should hope so, I call them,” Kile replied. She
sat and waited for a few of the rodents to approach. Rats and mice
were usually a little nervous at first, but they were always so
helpful.

-Help you can we?-

A large, and rather old, brown rat whispered when he
got closer.

“Yes, if you will. I need you to do me a big favor.
There’s food in it for you.” She told him. She knew she didn’t have
to bribe the rats, in fact, most of the animals who she asked help
from, did so without the need for reward. The natural world was so
much simpler than the vir’s. She explained to them what she needed,
and waited for them to leave before getting to her feet.

“So, what did you tell them to do?” Alisa asked when
they stepped back out onto the mainway. Kile was grateful to see
the rain was finally letting up.

“I didn’t tell them to do anything.” She explained.
“I simply asked them for their help and they agreed.”

“Why would they do that?” Alisa asked.

“Because, unlike most vir, animals don’t look to
profit from every situation,” she told her.

“Vir?”

“Never mind. Come on, we have to get back to the
high wall and see what’s happening.”

When they passed through the tunnel and exited at
the west end, something large flew over the main gate, crashing
into the high wall just above them.

“It would appear they got their contraption
working,” Alisa said, but Kile wasn’t listening. She was too busy
watching the rock, which just sailed over their heads, because
that’s what she thought it was, a rock. The problem is, when a rock
hits a wall, it falls to the ground. It does not cling to the wall
and climb over it.

A sharp pain shot through her head, dropping her to
her knees. The laugher was back again, lingering on the very edge
of her senses. The darkness was closing in on her and she could
feel herself slipping.

Looking around the main bailey, it had become a
battleground. Reptilian wolves were being catapulted over the main
wall, and were now converging on the gatehouse. The outpost guards
were doing their best to keep them at bay. Should the gate go down,
the battle would be lost.

“Kile, what’s wrong?” She heard Alisa cried and felt
the girl’s hands on her arm, trying to pull her to her feet.

Kile slipped the courier bag from around her neck
and thrust it into Alisa’s hands.

“Take Vesper, get to the high wall. Find Tullner and
stay with him,” she told her.

-Want Stay-

She heard Vesper protest, but he was drowned out by
dark voices in her head, which were whispering things she didn’t
want to hear and showering her visions she didn’t want to see. She
forced herself to look away, and regain control of her senses, but
now she was seeing things through someone else’s eyes. These
visions did not come from the yarrow, either, but from someplace
high above her. She was watching herself, and her eyes slowly
drifted to the girl in front of her.

Lunging forward, Kile pushed Alisa out of the way
and was slammed to the ground by one of the reptilian wolves.
Rolling with the wolf, she kicked out from under him, but it didn’t
seem to care for the Hunter. For whatever reason, it was after
Alisa.

“Run.” Kile screamed, as she scrambled to her
feet.

Alisa ran, with the reptilian wolf right behind her.
Kile grabbed hold of its tail, which, under the circumstance, may
not have been the best idea. It whipped around, slinging her across
the courtyard where she struck two of the outpost guards. Quickly
untangling herself from them, she rolled to her feet and stood
facing the thing. Its bow legged claws brought its barreled chest
low to the ground, the gaping maw half opened. The wolf’s small
black eyes didn’t so much as look at her, but seemed to look inside
her.

Keeping low to the ground, she slowly drew her long
knife. Time slowed down, and the world around her dissolved into
darkness. There was only the two of them. She could hear its heart
beating. She could smell its blood. She could taste the dirt in its
mouth.

It charged, digging its back feet into the stone as
it propelled itself forward, but Kile was already moving. It tilted
its head and opened its mouth bearing multiple rows of teeth as it
lunged for her. Kile went over its head. She grabbed a handful of
its long black fur with her right hand and with her left, plunged
the long knife into the wolf’s skull as it passed under her. It
lurched, and then dropped to the ground, the momentum carrying it
forward a few feet before it stopped altogether. Her right shoulder
felt like it was on fire, but she pushed the pain away as she got
to her feet.

Alisa was running toward her, but suddenly stopped,
she wouldn’t come any closer. The look on her face said enough. She
was scared.

“Get to the wall,” Kile shouted. This time Alisa
didn’t hesitate and ran to the ramp which led to the kastelya.

Kile turned her attention back to the battle. There
were so many more of these reptilian wolves to play with.

Pulling the long knife from the skull of the dead
creature, she turned her attention to the gate house. There were
now eight, possibly nine, of the wolves in the main bailey, and the
guards were losing ground rapidly. She no longer cared what these
things were, or where they came from, all she wanted, at that
moment, was to kill them. The desire was all consuming, and it
didn’t matter who or what got in her way.

Screaming, she charged at the nearest one, tightly
gripping the long knife in her left hand. It turned quickly, and
lunged for her, she slid into him, slicing its outstretched claw.
The wolf howled in rage. Kile was on her feet and on its back
before it could react. Gripping the blade with both hands, and
ignoring the pain in her shoulder, she drove the knife through the
top of its head. It seemed the easiest way to kill these
things.

Her hands were trembling when she pulled the blade
free. She was sweating and her heart was beating fast. The smell of
blood was intoxicating. Was this, what if felt like to go
insane?

She stopped when she heard the baying of the hounds.
Somebody finally decided to open the kennels.

They came from down the tunnel and they came from
the kastelya and they numbered in the hundreds. They closed in on
her, and the isolated feelings she had, only moments ago, were
gone. The dark visions, the whispering voices, even the shadow
which lingered at the very edge of her sanity and laughed at her,
were driven back. Only the unity of the pack remained. With her
family around her, they charged the reptilian wolves with such
ferocity even the guards broke and ran.

The conflict was short, the sheer number of dogs saw
to that. The Reptilians wolves were defeated, but the victory came
at a cost. Twelve of the hounds laid dead and many more were
wounded. The battle, however, was far from over. The fighting
continued in the kastelya. Every one of the dogs waited on her
command and more came to join the ranks. Looking upon her new, four
legged army, she now she understood what Captain Jax meant about
her being able to seize control of the outpost with ease. He said
there were close to three hundred dogs in Moran, and she was
somehow connected to all of them.

She didn’t need to shout or bark out commands or
establish some kind of hierarchy. They waited on her thoughts
alone. Without having to say a word, she sent half of them to the
eastern quarters, to protect the civilians. They knew and
understood what she wanted them to do and she knew they would
follow her orders without question. She left some of hounds in the
main bailey to protect the gate house and the mainway and took the
rest with her to the kastelya. Her thoughts were so much clearer
now and her mind was more focused. The number and closeness of the
hounds kept the darkness away. If only she could hold onto this
feeling.

Reaching the kastelya, she was glad to see the
guards dealt with the few wolves, which managed to make it this
far, although, they suffered heavy casualties.

She left most of dogs to patrol the kastelya and
support the guards and took only two up to the high wall. Too many
dogs on such a narrow strip would be more of a hindrance than a
help. The soldiers, on the wall, stepped aside and watched her
nervously when she passed. It couldn’t be just the dogs, she
thought. The dogs were living in the outpost long before she
arrived. Maybe they weren’t used to seeing them on the allure.

“What’s happening out there?” She asked, coming up
behind Tullner.

The young soldier turned around and was about to
answer her, but appeared to have been struck mute. He just stared
at her.

“What?” She asked, quickly looking over her
clothing. The last thing she needed right now was a wardrobe
malfunction. She was covered in wolf’s blood, but surely, that
wasn’t the cause of concern.

“Are you alright, Kile?” Captain Jax asked.

She couldn’t help but notice he looked a little
nervous, like the rest of the men on the allure. His hand was
resting upon the hilt of his sword. She could smell something
strange about him, it wasn’t something she could put into words,
but the hounds must have known what it was. They started to
growl.

“What is going on?” She demanded.

-Fear-

The dogs whispered to her.

Was that what she smelled? Was that the smell of
fear? She often heard animals could smell fear, but she passed it
off as an old wives tale, but if it was true, then it was her they
were afraid of.

“What is the matter with you guys?” she asked.

“Kile, what happen to you?” Alisa asked, stepping
forward. She was holding Vesper in her hands and the yarrow looked
at Kile with that same curiosity, but at least there was no fear in
the yarrow. Kile extended one hand to Vesper who quickly scrambled
up her arm and took his place on her shoulder.

“Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?”

-Kile’s eyes.-

Vesper replied and she saw herself as the yarrow saw
her.

Her eyes had changed. They were golden yellow, with
thin black pupils, like those of a wild cat. She was told it
happened, on a few occasions, mostly when she simply lost it, or
when she went feral, but they never stayed that way. Then again,
her feral episodes usually ended up with her losing consciousness.
The thought of knocking herself out to see if her eyes would go
back to normal wasn’t an option at this particular moment.

“Look, I’m fine,” she said, pulling the hood of her
cloak up over her head. It usually worked for the mystics. She
could never see their eyes.

“Are you sure?” Jax asked.

“Trust me, if I wasn’t, Vesper wouldn’t be sitting
on my shoulder right now. Would he?”

Thankfully, Captain Jax’s hand slowly moved away
from his sword.

“I suppose,” He said. “What about the hounds?”

“What about them?” she asked.

As if on cue, the two dogs sat down on either side
of her.

“Okay, that was unexpected.” Jax replied, and
although the smell of fear was still there, it wasn’t nearly as
strong. “What about the others?”

“I sent them on patrol,” Kile said, and no sooner
did she say the words, her mind was flooded with visions from
around the outpost. It was an interesting sensation if not slightly
nauseating, as if she was looking through hundreds of eyes all at
the same time.

“Wow, let’s not do that again,” she said, shaking
her head. “So, what’s happening up here?”

Captain Jax turned back to the wall, and when he
did, it seemed to break any hold she had over the other men. They
quickly returned to their duties. The wili, with the cat’s eyes,
was no longer interesting.

“They used the catapult to fire those saladogs at
us,” Jax said.

“Those what?” she asked.

“Saladogs. You know, half salamander, half dog.”

“Seriously, that’s the best you can come up
with?”

It sounded more like an appetizer than something
that just tried to kill them.

“Why, what do you call them?” he asked.

Of course, reptilian wolf wasn’t any better.

“Never mind, saladog is good,” she replied.

“They probably thought they could soften us up
before they launch a full attack,” he explained, looking back over
the wall. “But, so far, nothing, there hasn’t been any activity,
out of the ordinary, since the last saladog came over, and that was
some time ago. They just stopped.”

“Probably because the mangonel fell apart,” Kile
replied.

“And how did that happen?” Jax asked.

“Let’s just say, you need to leave some food in the
east store room, for a few of my friends.”

“So does that mean they're giving up?” Alisa
asked.

“Hardly,” Jax replied. “It just means we’ve forced
them to change tactics. If I was Vadokk, I would test the walls,
see if I can get inside, and try to see what kind of defense I’m up
against. We can probably expect an attack, shortly, so we should
get some rest, while we still can. We may not get another
chance.”
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The large oak tree stood before her, and although
she couldn’t see it very clearly through the thick mist, she knew
it was there. It had been rooted in that spot, since time began,
holding the sky among its branches. Beneath it, a young woman
waited for her. The sound of her voice beckoned to Kile from out of
the fog, but her words were lost on the wind. She could hear the
young woman calling, but she couldn’t make out what she was saying.
All she knew, was the word were filled with dread and a warning,
but a warning of what? She needed to hear the woman’s message, she
needed to know what those words were. The faster she ran toward the
tree, the farther the voice seemed to drift away from her, until it
was no more than a whisper.

Kile fell forward onto her hands, but they were no
longer her hands, they were the paws of a wolf. She could feel
herself slipping out of her vir skin, and she ran naked across the
open field with only her fur to protect her from the elements. She
was able to move faster now on four feet, quickly maneuvering
across the rocky terrain, but all the while, her destination seemed
to be moving further away. The voice began to falter. The skies
turned dark and the thick black tendril of the Maligar reached out
to her from the shadows.

 


Kile awoke to find herself on the floor among five
dogs which followed her back to her room. They, too, seemed
agitated by the silence of the night. It was too quiet, she
thought. Something wasn’t quite right. She slowly got to her feet,
stretching out the kinks and crossed the room to the window.
Throwing open the shutters, she sniffed at the night air. That was
a smell she wouldn’t soon forget.

“Gulrik,” she whispered.

“Kile, what’s the matter?” Alisa asked, sitting up
in bed. She yawned and rubbed the sleep from her eyes.

“Nothing, just stay here,” she told the girl.

Retrieving her Lann, from where they rested on the
table, she made her way to the door. Four of the dogs followed, one
remained behind, sitting beside Alisa’s bed. Pulling open the door,
she nearly tripped over Tullner who was sleeping, stretched out,
across the threshold.

“Is it morning already?” he asked in a groggy
voice.

“Get up. We have gulrik in the compound.”

“Are you sure, I didn’t hear anything,” He said,
quickly getting to his feet. It was surprising how fast someone
could move, when there was the threat of death approaching.

Kile thought about the dogs she sent on patrol and
was bombarded with a hundred or so images of the outpost. She saw
everything from the east gate to the west in a matter of seconds.
It wasn’t difficult to sort through them, now that she was getting
used to it. The moment she saw the vision she wanted, the rest
stopped. Small shadows were moving silently across the wall,
heading for the gatehouse.

“They’re going to try to open the gates.” She said,
pushing past Tullner. She ran down the hall to the doors, which
opened onto the kastelya.

“What about the watch?” Tullner asked, following
close behind her.

“Don’t know, didn’t see any,” she replied.

They met Sandson, Lesh and two outpost guards on the
stairs just outside. How many men did Jax have guarding her room,
or more to the point, how many men did he have watching her? Were
they there because they feared for her, or were they there because
they were afraid of her?

“Bad news,” Sandson said when he saw her coming down
the stairs. “We found three guards dead on the north end of the
western wall.”

“Wonderful,” Kile replied. “Sound the alarm, wake
the other, do whatever you’re supposed to do to get soldiers down
to the gatehouse,” she said, running the rest of the way down the
steps.

Sandson, Tullner and Lesh followed her, while the
two outpost guards set off to find Captain Jax, and alert the
watch, what was left of it. Focusing on the hounds, she woke as
many as she thought she needed and sending them to the gatehouse
ahead of her. When they reached the main bailey, they heard the
unmistakable sounds of battle. Several gulrik had managed to breach
the outer walls, and were now inside the compound. They had gotten
as far as raising the portcullis, but were stopped by six men, who
were doing their best to defend the outer door. The battle didn’t
last very long, when more than fifty hounds came through the
mainway. The gulrik tried to flee, but they really didn’t stand a
chance. They may have been faster than the soldier of Moran, but
they were no match for the hounds. The dogs tore into them without
mercy.

By the time Kile and the others reached the
gatehouse, there was nothing left for them to do, but see to the
wounded. She sent most of dogs to patrol the wall, and look for the
guards who should have been posted, the rest, she kept close, for
the sake of her sanity.

Within moments a small group of men came down the
mainway with Captain Jax in the lead. He quickly started barking
out orders, sending archers to the walls while the rest of his men
strengthened the bracing on the outer doors. Only after the
portcullises were dropped was the gatehouse finally secured, but
the battle was not without its cost. Sixteen men lay dead and eight
more were carried off to the infirmary.

The dogs fell into formation behind Kile when she
approached the Captain. She could already tell he was in a foul
mood.

“Where are the men who were supposed to be on the
wall?” Jax shouted at one of the guards. The young soldier looked
terrified and cringed beneath the glare of his Captain. Kile had
never seen Jax looked more dangerous. He always seemed calm and
carefree, even in the face of trouble.

“We… we don’t know, sir,” the soldier managed to
squeak out.

“There’s no sign of them, sir,” another guard said,
stepping forward.

“I want the names of every man who was supposed to
be on watch tonight.” Jax demanded. “And I want it within the
hour.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier replied and quickly raced
off.

“What happened?” Kile asked, coming up behind the
Captain.

“Wish I knew,” he replied. “When I left them last
night, there were over seventy men on that wall.”

“Even if you count the fallen, and the wounded,
that’s still nearly forty men unaccounted for.” Tullner added.

Sandson came running up to them, with Lesh close
behind. “We counted twelve of the skinny little creatures, or at
least what was left of them after the dogs got through,” he
reported. “We disposed of them over the walls.”

“Twelve?” Tullner said, looking around, as if he
expected a dozen more to spring up out of the ground. “Could twelve
of those gulrik really do away with forty men so quickly?”

“Hardly,” Jax replied. “Even if they tried, the men
would have raised the alarm. No, something is seriously wrong
here.”

It was Raf who brought him the roster. Jax looked it
over once, and then, shaking his head, he read it again, as if he
didn’t believe what he read the first time. “How is this possible?”
he asked, turning to Raf.

“I don’t understand, sir,” the soldier replied. He
looked a little confused.

“This squad,” Jax shouted, slapping the paper. “Who
set it up?”

“Sergeant Taylor, sir.”

“Wonderful,” he said, and handed the roster back to
Raf. “Find these men, if they are still in the outpost, and bring
them to me.”

“What is it?” Kile asked.

“Remember when I said there are still men loyal to
Lord Rimes? Well, most of their names are on that list.”

“So, they betrayed us to the Uhyre?” Tullner
exclaimed.

“Not quite,” Kile replied. “If they wanted to do
that, they could have easily just opened the gates.”

“Not without risking their lives,” Sandson added. “I
don’t think the valrik would have bothered to ask which side they
were on.”

“No, she’s right. They may not have betrayed us
outright, but they did abandon their posts. The real question is,
did Vadokk know beforehand?”

 


When the sun rose over the high wall the next
morning, the news of the missing soldiers was already known
throughout the outpost. Morale was low, in spite of surviving their
first night under siege.

Kile walked the battlements over the gatehouse and
looked down on the valrik armies. They were still waiting for the
rest of their forces to arrive. They wouldn’t throw their full
weight at them, not just yet. There was no reason to. Why risk a
prolonged, and needless, battle when sheer numbers could crush the
outpost in a matter of minutes. The attack last night was merely a
test of the outpost’s defenses, just as Captain Jax predicted.
Whether they passed the test or not, who could say. But, since they
still held the outpost and the valrik only held the field, it was a
good sign.

How many days could they hold on, she wondered? It
wasn’t like their victory last night was a spectacular military
success. If anything, it was nearly a total disaster. It was really
only a matter of time. Who would reach them first? Would it be the
valrik army, the Callor forces or the King’s Command?

The smartest plan would be to abandon the outpost
altogether, and flee into Callor with the hopes of reaching either
the Azintar Province, or the Fennel province, before they were
caught. Unfortunately, it would mean leaving the outpost to the
Uhyre, who would use the mainway to pass into Callor unchallenged,
which would place them on the King’s doorstep within two days. Of
course, there is always the possibility the enemy is already moving
troops over Marcin’s Pass, a rather tricky maneuver, but still
possible. They could already have valrik in the Callor province
coming up the eastern road at this very minute.

No, the only thing she could do at this moment was
to hold the outpost for as long as possible and keep the valrik out
of Callor.

Two soldiers passed her on the allure. Turning away
from them, she pulled the hood of her cloak down over her eyes.
They passed quickly and in silence, only to start whispering when
they thought they were out of earshot. Unfortunately, her eyes
weren’t the only things on the fritz. She could hear every word
they said, and it wasn’t very flattering. She got used to being
singled out, back at the Academy, but this was different. Her eyes
still weren’t back to normal and she was beginning to wonder if
they ever will be. With everything that’s happened, the last thing
these soldiers needed was an enigma, something which didn’t quite
fit in, something which couldn’t be trusted, and every time she
looked in the mirror, she couldn’t blame them.

“Lost in thought, are we?”

Kile turned to see Alisa, standing behind her,
holding a large bowl draped with a pink cloth. Alisa Rebea was one
of the few people who didn’t turn away when she made eye contact,
in fact, Alisa seemed infatuated with Kile’s eyes, but then the
girl was a curiosity unto herself. There weren’t too many people in
long dresses and frills walking the battlements.

“You shouldn’t be up here,” Kile said, turning away
from her.

“We are delivering food to the men on the wall. I am
assuming that includes you,” Alisa replied.

Looking down the length of the wall, Kile noticed
the civilians for the first time. Most of them were women carrying
trays and pitchers to the men on watch. The trays were filled with
the standard fare of bread, cheese, salted pork and rations of
bacon, the pitchers should contain only water, since nothing
stronger was allowed on watch by order of Captain Jax. He started
to clamp down on, what he considered, a lax attitude to
regulations, although, from what Kile had seen, nothing was really
all that lax. She figured Jax took the mass exodus as a personal
affront, or maybe he blamed himself for not checking the roster
more carefully. There were just too many eggs and not enough
baskets.

“What time is it?” She asked. The smell of the food
finally reached her and reminded her how hungry she was. She
couldn’t remember the last time she ate. The aroma of the bacon
alone was almost intoxicating, which came as a surprise to her,
since she hadn’t eaten meat since her time at the Academy. Ever
since she discovered she could communicate with animals, the
thought of eating them was a bit nauseating, but then, why did the
bacon look so good right now.

“Well past breakfast, you should really eat
something,” Alisa replied, pulling the pink cloth from the bowl.
“I’m afraid there isn’t much left in the way of fresh fruits or
vegetables,” she said, apologetically.

The bowl was filled with an assortment of carrots,
broccoli, lettuce and even a few stray apples.

-Food.-

The simple word was rather powerful, and it filled
Kile’s head with vision of fruits and vegetables. Vesper was never
one to miss a meal if he could help it, and if he did, he always
managed to replace it with two more.

Opening the flap of the courier bag, the yarrow
climbed up her arm and made his way to the bowl. Kile managed to
grab the carrot sticks and one of the apples before he climbed
in.

“At least somebody appreciates the service,” Alisa
laughed.

“I appreciate it,” Kile said, biting the end off one
of the carrot. “It’s just I thought you were busy organizing the
refugees for the evacuation.”

“They can handle themselves for a few minutes, while
I come and visit,” she replied, looking around at the soldiers
lining the wall.

“Why do I have the feeling you are more interested
in visiting the young men than you are visiting me?”

“Well, can you blame me?” She asked with a
mischievous grin she always seemed to keep hidden until she was
talking about men.

“You are hopeless,” Kile said, taking another bite
of the carrot and turning back to the wall.

“It wouldn’t hurt for you to take a look around,
once in a while, although, with those weird eyes of yours, I don’t
think it’s going to help your chances, not that you had much of a
chance to start with.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh come on, Kile, for starters, look at the way
you’re dressed. You look like a man… well, actually you look like a
little boy dressed in a man’s uniform. It doesn’t exactly fit now
does it? I mean, if you take it in maybe around here,” Alisa said,
grabbing the back of Kile’s shirt and pulling it tight “you might
be able to show a little something.”

“I don’t want to show anything.” Kile said, tugging
her shirt away.

“And, what about your hair?” Alisa asked.

“What about my hair?”

Alisa grabbed the back of Kile’s hood and pulled it
down.

“It’s a mess,” she said, taking a step back. “It’s
no wonder people are starting to call you the Wild Hunter.”

“Well, I haven’t had time to brush it and… wait,
what are they calling me?”

“And those eyes… an interesting fashion statement,
but, they really don’t go with that outfit at all.”

“Yeah, well, I’m trying something new.”

“You still have spinster written all over you.”

“Are you really up here criticizing the way I look
now?” Kile asked, pulling the hood back up over her head.

“There is no excuse for an unseemly appearance,
especially if you’re trying to attract one of those men.”

“Men? What men?”

“You know, those men who follow you around all the
time. That cute Sergeant Tullner, and that equally cute Private
Sandson.”

“Oh, please, don’t even go there. I think I’d prefer
the saladogs over that lot.”

“Seriously?”

“What… No, not like… oh, just forget about it.”

“Well, the truth is, the only reason I’m up here,
was to bring you some food, since none of the civilians will come
without five feet of you.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah, they’re all scared to death of you,” Alisa
said, pushing herself away from the wall. “Well, I’d better get
back to the preparations. You don’t really think it will come down
to a flight into the Callor province, do you?”

“If they hit us again with their full force, then
yes, we will evacuate the refugees into Callor. It’s better for
them to face the Callor army than it would be to wait for the enemy
horde.”

“It doesn’t look very promising either way,” Alisa
replied.

“I’d like to think that, even though Callor betrayed
the crown, they will still be humane to refugees.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Alisa said and
started back toward the ramp. Kile watched her go. Unless help
came, there was no chance they could stand against the valrik
forces, the refugees would have to take their chance in Callor.

 


The day dragged on and still, there was nothing.
There was no sign of any activity in the valrik camp and no sign of
anyone coming to help them. Even the birds, Kile sent out, saw no
movement in the field other than the valrik going about their daily
rituals. On one hand, they should be grateful. No movement meant no
attack. No attack meant another hour or so of preparation. The
problem was the other hand. The waiting was becoming unbearable. It
was like watching a slow fuse burn down on a rather large fire
cracker.

“When was the last time you got some rest?” Jax
asked, leaning on the wall beside her.

“I tried, but I didn’t have much luck.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. Waiting on the edge of
battle can be pretty stressful, but you still need your rest.
You’re not going to be able to lead your men if you can’t
focus.”

“Something’s going to happen, I just know it. I
don’t know why, but I do, and for some reason I feel
responsible.”

“I don’t see how. Everything you’ve accomplished so
far you should be proud of. I wouldn’t call you a seasoned veteran,
and you can be a bit headstrong and foolish at times, but I’d want
you by my side when the fighting starts.”

Kile laughed. “You’re just saying that, but, thanks
anyway.”

“No, I’m dead serious,” Jax said, and then cringed.
“Maybe dead isn’t right word to use in a situation like this.”

“I don’t know, it does seem fitting.”

“Don’t tell me you’re getting pessimistic on
me.”

Kile shrugged. “I’ve been running scenarios over in
my mind all morning, and none of them end very well.”

“Maybe you’re missing a few key bits of
information.”

“Such as what?” she asked.

Jax turned around and leaning up against the parapet
wall. “Have you actually looked at this outpost?” he asked.

“Yeah… sort of.”

He grinned. “You’ve never studied defensive
engineering at that Academy of yours, did you?”

“It’s not exactly something a Hunter needs to
know.”

“Well, maybe you should, because if you did, you
might have seen what appears to be a glaring flaw in this outpost
of ours.”

Kile turned around and reexamined the outpost, but
she still couldn’t see what Jax meant. To her, it was like any
other outpost, not that she had the opportunity to visit many
outposts to compare it with.

Jax leaned toward her. “I’ll give you a hint,” he
whispered. “Think, defense.”

Defense? The whole purpose of the outpost, according
to Jax, was to keep the enemy, whoever they were at the time, out
of Callor. The western wall did just that, and should the wall be
breached, the solider could retreat to the kastelya and defend the
ramp.

“The mainway.” Kile exclaimed. “If the wall is
breached, and the soldiers retreat to defend the kastelya, it
leaves the mainway open for the enemy to pass through. There’s no
secondary defense.”

“Very good, Commander.” Jax replied. “But there is a
second defense. The kastelya can be dropped into the mainway,
completely blocking the path into Callor.”

Kile looked up at the kastelya again. “Are you
serious?” she asked

“That’s why the outpost was built the way it was.
Having the main road run under the city does not make living
conditions convenient, but shift the keystones ever so slightly and
the whole kastelya comes crashing down on top of it. Only the
commander of the outpost knows how.”

“And you would do that?” she asked.

“Between destroying the outpost and letting the
Uhyre forces into Callor, there really isn’t much of a decision,”
he replied.

“At least it gives us another option,” she said,
looking at the outpost with a new perspective. It wasn’t the
prettiest outpost she had seen, but she would be sorry to see it
fall.

“You should get some rest,” Jax said.

“Yeah, I think I’ll try,” she replied, stepping back
from the wall. “You’ll let me know if anything happens.”

“I don’t really have to, do I? I mean, you seem to
know before I do,” he laughed.

She had only taken a few steps when she stopped. “Do
they really call me the Wild Hunter?” she asked.

“You heard about that, have you?” Jax replied. He
shrugged. “I wouldn’t take much notice of it.”

“Oh, I don’t know… I kind of like it,” she
grinned.

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

When Kile reached the top of the stairs, she was
bombarded with images from the dogs on the eastern wall. They were
so strong and so unexpected she had to grab the wall to keep her
balance. Jax ran to her side.

“What is it?” he asked her.

She couldn’t say, at first. The images were all
jumbled together, as if trying to see the same thing from multiple
angles at the same time. She had to close her eyes to sort them
out.

“Two valrik are approaching the east wall,” she told
him.

“What? How do you know this?” Jax asked.

“Tedder smelled them, but he says they don’t smell
like valrik, Kentor spotted them, but he says they are valrik. We
have to get down there.”

“Who is Tedder, or Kentor for that matter?” he
asked.

Kile wasn’t listening to Jax when she descended the
stairs. All she knew was she had to reach the eastern wall.
Something about the images, which the dogs showed her, wasn’t
adding up, she just couldn’t put her finger on it. When she reached
the bailey and was heading for the mainway, she was greeted with
another intrusion into her psyche.

-What is the problem, oh Wild Hunter?-

Grim was walking up the mainway toward her.

The mountain pony should have been taken to kastelya
along with the rest of the horses. What he was doing, walking
around the outpost, she didn’t know, and at the moment, she didn’t
care.

“If I didn’t know any better, I would think you
started that nickname.”

-You can’t say it doesn’t fit.-

“Please, just get me to the eastern gatehouse, we
may have a problem.” She said, grabbing hold of his mane and pulled
herself up onto his back.

“Kile, wait up,” Jax shouted when he finally caught
up to her.

“Sorry, I can’t,” she called back and urged Grim
forward.

The pony didn’t hesitate and proceeded down the
main-way, soldiers leaping out of his path. Kile would almost say
he was aiming for the men. Looking up at the roof of the tunnel,
she pictured the kastelya above her. Could it be dropped as easily
as the Captain said, she wondered? The thought was a bit unnerving,
seeing as she was actually under it at the moment.

When they came out the other side, the place was
practically deserted. The civilians were quartered in the eastern
section of the kastelya, and only a handful of soldiers was left to
patrol this section. She climbed the rise up to the eastern high
wall, where archers were moving into position. Quickly dismounting,
she made for the stair. The soldiers stepped aside when Kile
approached the hound who was standing with his front paws on the
parapet, looking over the wall into the Callor province. She knew
what she would see, since Kentor already showed it to her.

-They are just behind that hill now.-

The old hound said when she approached.

“Are you sure they’re valrik?” she asked.

-They may look like valrik, but they smell like
vir.-

How was that even possible, she wondered? She
watched and waited, along with the rest of the soldiers. It wasn’t
long before two shapes could be seen moving over the hill, one
slightly taller than the other. The taller one was supporting the
smaller one, who seemed to be wounded. In all appearances, they
looked like valrik, but then, why would they be coming to the
outpost. Surely they don’t believe Moran had fallen.

They stumbled coming down the hill. The larger
valrik was looking over his shoulder, while trying to help his
companion to his feet. They weren’t moving very fast and the
archers could easily take them at any time, they were only waiting
for orders. Kile tried to catch their scent, by sniffing the wind,
but she couldn’t separate it from the other odors. There were just
too many vir on the walls, too many standing in the bailey below.
All the smells were stifling.

“Are you sure they’re not Uhyre?” she asked
Kentor.

-My eyes say they are, but my nose says
otherwise,-

The dog replied.

She was hesitant, but there was only one way to be
sure. Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge, reaching out to the
two creatures, who stumbled ever closer to the eastern wall. Within
moments the darkness assaulted her. It was lying in wait, as if it
knew she would try to make contact. She saw, for one brief moment,
the shadow which lingered around the outpost, cutting it off from
the outside world. The darkness was everywhere. She couldn’t be
sure the Uhyre were in Callor, but the enemy was. They had the
outpost completely surrounded, but she couldn’t do anything about
that now. The immediate threat was the two valrik visitors. With
the hounds by her side, it gave her the strength to turn her mind
away from the darkness and toward the two figures.

She couldn’t determine whether they were vir or
valrik; neither one showed up in the natural realm, but there was
something else she was looking for.

Kile quickly opened her eyes-- now it made
sense.

“Open the gates,” she shouted to the men below,
before running back to the stairs. When she reached the kastelya,
Grim was waiting for her. She took the mountain pony down the
eastern ramp to the main baily, only to see the portcullis down and
gates still closed. The guards, stationed in the gatehouse, looked
confused, and didn’t appear very happy taking orders from the Wild
Hunter.

“I said, open the gates,” she shouted again when she
reached the men.

It was an older soldier who stepped forward, with is
gray hair sticking out from under his helm.

“Are you mad?” he shouted, barring her way to the
gate.

It wasn’t as if she could actually open the gate by
herself. It took two men to turn the wheel which controlled the
portcullis, and another three to lift the brace which barred the
outer doors.

“They are being pursued. We have to help them,” she
explained.

“I don’t rightly care one way or the other. These
gates remain closed,” the old guard replied.

“You don’t understand. Something isn’t right.”

“The only thing that isn’t right around here is you.
Please stand back.”

“I think you may be a little hard of hearing, sir.
The Commander requested the gates be opened.”

Turning, Kile saw Private Emlyed of Perha Squad
crossing the baily toward them, he had Privates Anurr and Ustar
with him.

Emlyed, alone, was intimidating enough. He may be
young and wiry, but he had the look of a man best left alone.
Members of the squad said he had to choose between the military or
the gallows. What sent him to the gallows in the first place, they
didn’t know, nor did they want to know.

“Ustar, open the gates. Anurr, protect the
Commander.” Emlyed shouted over his shoulder.

Private Ustar was of the Toreen tribes out of the
Balaa region, a rather large, quite spoken man. He calmly walked up
to the wheelhouse, which controlled the portcullis, and the guards
stepped aside. It didn’t look as if any of the soldiers wanted to
hinder the easterner. Anurr made for the stairs, which led to the
top of the gatehouse.

The screeching of the metal gate, as the portcullis
were raised, was amplified by the silence of the spectators. It
stopped about two thirds of the way up, high enough for a horse and
rider to pass under. The Toreen then approached the outer doors and
pulled back the brace which barred them.

“You better get going, Commander,” Emlyed said. “We
shouldn’t keep the gates open for long.”

“Thank you, Emlyed,” she said, urging Grim
forward.

The mountain pony thundered past Ustar as he pushed
open one of the outer doors.

Once Kile was able to put some distance between her
and the overbearing smells of the outpost and she was back in the
wild, her senses were alive. She now knew what she should have
realized before.

It didn’t take Grim long, to cover the ground
between the gates and the valrik. Kile slid off the mountain pony
when he came alongside them.

“You have to help him, he’s hurt bad,” the larger
valrik said as he stumbled under the weight of his companion.

“Alex!” Kile cried, grabbing the smaller one when he
fell. As soon as she touched him, the illusion dissolved and she
was looking into the bloodied face of Alex Bartlow. She turned to
the other valrik, who was now a young man dressed in the King’s
colors. “Come on, we have to get back to the outpost,” she said,
ignoring the look on his face. He obviously never saw anyone with
yellow eyes before.

“We’ve been avoiding the Uhyre, for the last two
days, but I think they’re onto us now,” the young man explained as
he helped her get Alex onto the pony. “I’ve been sent to bring word
to the Commander of the outpost of Moran.”

“That can wait. We can’t stay out here,” she told
him.

The young man quickly climbed onto Grim’s back and
extended a hand to help her up, but before she could take it, she
heard the sound of maniacal laughter. It pierced her skull and
dropped her to her knees, driving all other thoughts out of her
head. She tried covering her ears, but it was no use, the laughter
wasn’t coming from the world around her, it was coming from
somewhere deep inside her.

The darkness soon followed, descending upon her from
all sides, isolating her from the natural world. She felt as if she
was floating in a thick black liquid, falling asleep to the sound
of the laughter. She was returning to the long slumber, deep in the
silence of the pits, and she didn’t want to wake up this time.

-Keep it together,-

Grim shouted with such force and malice, it
shattered the darkness.

She grabbed hold of that one life line, pulling
herself out of the pit and back to reality. As she regained her
sense, she could feel the presences of the reptilian wolves all
around her. They had cloaked themselves within the shadows that
clouded her mind, but now she could feel them.

Looking up, she saw the young man with his hand
extended toward her. He had a confused look on his face, or it
might have been fear. She quickly grabbed hold of him and he pulled
her up onto Grim’s back. No sooner did her feet leave the ground,
then the pony turned, and made for the outpost.

The reptilian wolves had no need to hide now as they
emerged from the tall grass, casting off their shadows. Had they
always been that close? They could have stopped the messenger at
any time, but they waited. What were they waiting for? Was this all
a trick to lure her out of the outpost, away from the safety of the
pack?

Mountain ponies were not built for speed, but for
endurance, and it wouldn’t take long before the wolves overtook
them. It was a race to see who would reach the outpost first. As
one of the wolves got dangerously close, an arrow, shot from the
wall, flew past Kile and struck the wolf in the head. It didn’t
kill it, but it slowed it down enough for Grim to put some distance
between them.

When they got closer to the outpost, it rained
arrows, cutting off their pursuers. Two of the wolves went down in
the volley, the rest scattered. Grim slipped through the narrow
opening of the gates as Ustar and three other guards quickly closed
them.

“Get Sumsor down here now,” Kile shouted as she slid
off the back of the pony. Emlyed, and the old guard, helped Alex
down. They gently laid him on the ground, where Kile knelt beside
him.

The wounds to his shoulder and his right arm were
bad, but it was the injury to the right side of his face which
frightened her. It was hard for her to see her old friend like
this.
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“How bad is it?” Kile asked when she entered the
darkened room.

Sumsor was washing his hands in a large bowl his
assistant was holding. The water was a foreboding shade of red.

“It’s not good,” he said in his deadpan voice.

He may be a good healer, but his bedside manner
needed work.

“Will he be all right?” she asked.

“I’ve done what I could. Under the circumstances
he’s lucky to be alive. It’s now only a matter of time,” the old
man said. He dried his hands and tossed the rag to his assistant.
“He’s young, he’s strong, he’d have to be to sustain a wound like
that and keep going. There was extensive damage to the right side
of his face, and he’ll lose the use of his eye, but he’ll regain
the use of his arm, assuming he survives the night.”

“Thank you, Sumsor.”

She waited until he left the room before moving to
the side of Alex’s bed.

Sitting down, she took his hand in hers, remembering
the first boy, the first Hunter, who made an effort to be her
friend. His unquenchable optimism, his untamed mop of hair, his
ever smiling boyish face, now covered with bandages. He looked so
much smaller, so much frailer than he did back then.

The sound of the door opening brought her back to
reality. Wiping the tears from her eyes, she looked up. Captain Jax
stood framed in the light from the hall.

“What is it?” she asked.

“You’re going to want to hear this,” Jax
replied.

She looked down at Alex. There really wasn’t
anything she could do for him at the moment, which is why she felt
so helpless. If only Daniel was here. He would know what to do, at
least in the way of helping Alex. He wasn’t exactly the first
person she would turn to for strategic advice.

Getting up from the chair, Kile reluctantly released
the smaller Hunter’s hand. Why did it have to be Alex, she
wondered? It wasn’t like he had much experience, certainly not
enough to go behind enemy lines to deliver a message. Although,
knowing him the way she did, he was probably foolish enough to
volunteer, anything to widen his repertoire of stories.

She looked back one more time before stepping out
into the hallway. Tullner and Sandson were waiting for her along
with Captain Jax.

“So, what is it?” she asked.

Jax didn’t reply. He led them down the hall and
stopped beside one of the doors. The room was empty, save for a
single table and a few chairs, of which two were occupied. Raf was
sitting in one, the other was taken by the young man who arrived
with Alex. He was looking a little nervous and caged in. When she
entered the room, Raf quickly sat up, the loud clunk, from the
front legs of his chair hitting the floor, made the young man
jump.

He was older than she was, if only by a few years.
The fact he was dressed in the King’s colors meant he wasn’t a
Hunter, probably one of the military messengers, so she really
didn’t feel bad she didn’t recognize him. He stared at her when she
entered. The look on his face reminded her that her eyes still
hadn’t changed back, but there was little she could do about that
at the moment.

“This is Private Duntz,” Jax said, motioning for
Kile to take a seat.

She sat across the table from the young man, Tullner
and Sandson stood against the wall behind her. Captain Jax took the
chair at the head of the table.

“Private Duntz, this is the Hunter, Kile Veller.” he
said.

The young man looked at her for a moment, then at
the other men in the room.

“I was told I had to deliver this message to you and
you alone,” he said in a shaky voice.

“What you can say to me, you can say in front of
these men,” Kile replied.

There was a momentary look of relief on the young
man’s face. Was he actually afraid of being alone in the same room
with her?

“You do have a message, don’t you?” she asked.

“Oh, yes, ma’am. I was sent by the Major.”

“What major?”

“Major Robert Folkstaff.”

“Master Folkstaff,” Kile exclaimed, leaning forward.
“What did he say? Is he on his way here?”

“Well, yes ma’am, I mean… no ma’am.”

“Maybe you should just give us the whole message,
son,” Jax said.

“Well, sir…” Duntz stammered. He was looking at Jax
suspiciously. Whatever he wanted to say, he was not comfortable
saying it in front of the Captain.

“Out with it,” Kile said, or at least she thought
she said it. She actually shouted it, which caused Duntz to jump
out of his seat and press himself up against the wall as far away
from her as he could get. Raf fell out of his chair, and both
Tullner and Sandson quickly move away from her. Jax was the only
one who didn’t move, although, his hand did fall to the sword at
his side.

Kile closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m
sorry, I’m all right,” she told them. It wouldn’t do anyone any
good if she lost it now. “Just tell us what you came to tell us,”
she said, looking at Duntz, and then regretting it. The young man
was fixated on her eyes.

“Private.” Tullner shouted, taking a step forward
and drawing Duntz’s attention away from Kile. “I am Sergeant Robert
Tullner of Perha Squad. You will deliver your message to me,” he
instructed.

Duntz came to attention.

“Sir, the Callor province has betrayed the King and
has declared war on the throne. Callor is now an enemy of the
crown,” he said, and his eyes shifted to where Jax sat.

Now they knew why he was reluctant to say
anything.

“Well, that we already knew,” Raf commented from the
corner of the room.

“Is there more, Private?” Tullner asked.

“Sir, the King’s army has invaded Callor and has
laid siege to the city of Norfrom. Major Folkstaff does not know
when help can arrive, but says the outpost of Moran must not fall.
If the valrik are allowed to enter Callor…”

“They could easily break the siege, reinforce the
armies of Callor and prolong the war into the harvest season,” Jax
finished for him.

“Yes, sir, that is correct.” Duntz replied.

“So, all we have to do is defeat the few thousand
valrik on our front door step to win the war,” Kile said, throwing
up her arms. “I thought it was going to be something really
terrible. I mean, we should have that done before breakfast
tomorrow.”

“It’s a little worse than that, ma’am,” Duntz
replied.

“Oh please, don’t make me drag it out of you,” she
warned.

“There are Uhyre heading this way.”

“How many?” Jax asked.

“I’m not quite sure, sir. We didn’t know there were
any valrik on this side of the range. We ran smack into them on our
way here,” he said, looking a little embarrassed. “If it wasn’t for
Hunter Bartlow, I wouldn’t be here.”

“Why, what did he do?” Tullner asked.

“I’m not really sure, sir,” Duntz replied.

“He cast an illusion to disguise you as valrik,”
Kile said, getting to her feet. She headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” Jax asked.

“Command doesn’t know the Uhyre are using Mercer’s
pass. I have to talk to Alex, find out where they are and how many,
and then I have to get a message to Master Folkstaff.”

“What makes you think this Alex knows anything
more?” Tullner asked.

“Because he’s a Hunter, and that’s what Hunters do,”
she said, closing the door behind her.

This was great, she thought. Her one chance of
getting the refugees out of Moran was quickly being cut off. She
needed to find out where the Uhyre were and how many actually made
it into the Callor province. If the King’s army was truly in
Callor, and she could get the refugees to them before the valrik
reached the outpost, then the refugees would become the
responsibility of the army. They could easily get them to safety in
either the Fennel or the Azintar province, which would just leave
Moran with the small problem of holding off a few thousand valrik
with just a handful of vir and a small army of dogs.

Pushing open the door, which led into her room, she
closed her eyes and fell into her Edge. She reached out to the
higher peaks of the outpost until she found where the red shoulder
hawks were waiting. It didn’t take much to send them on their way.
They could search the eastern valley and be back before dawn.

“Vesper, you back?” She called to the empty
room.

-Kile.-

The reply came as the small white yarrow leapt up
onto her bed.

“I got a job for you.”

-Help Kile.-

She extended her hand and Vesper scrambled up her
arm. He took his place on her shoulder.

-What do?-

He asked.

“I need you to watch over somebody.” she replied

 


Kile sat in the corner of Alex’s room, quietly
scribbling a note to Folkstaff by the light of a single candle. She
made reference to the fact Alex and Duntz managed to get through
and delivered their message, although, it kind of went without
saying. She wouldn’t be writing the note if they hadn’t. She went
on to write about the valrik forces which crossed into Callor,
although, she was still a bit vague on this part. She would have to
wait for the hawks to return before she could fill in the proper
numbers. She wanted to fill him in on the situation within the
outpost. Mostly about the number of refugees who were in need of
evacuation, and the number of soldiers who were capable of
defending Moran, but putting all that into a letter would a bit
careless. Information such as that would be dangerous, if the wrong
people read it. Instead, a few well-chosen Hunter symbols would
have to do, although, Hunter symbols didn’t actually cover this
sort of thing. She could only hope Folkstaff would understand.

There was something she was overlooking, something
she was missing. When she linked with the reptilian wolves, she saw
a vision, hidden in their minds. It was like waking up from a
dream. She knew it was important. She just couldn’t wrap her head
around it.

She glanced out the window at the rising of the
moon. It was going to be a clear night. The guards were already
spread thin, monitoring both the east and the west walls. Whatever
was going to happen, it was going to happen very soon.

-Kile.-

Vesper called from a crossed the room and through
his eyes, she saw Alex waking up.

“Vesper?”

His weak, but clear, voice was probably the most
beautiful sound she heard in such a long time. Kile grabbed the
candle from the table and quickly moved across the room.

“Alex.”

“Hey, Kile girl… is that you?”

“Yes, you idiot, what the hell are you doing
here?”

“I’m delivering a message,” he said with a grin.

“You’re not qualified to deliver messages through
hostile territories. You’re still a Level Five,” she said, setting
the candle down on the table beside his bed. Pulling up a chair,
she sat down and took his hand in hers.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Shouldn’t you have asked me that first?”

“Probably, but you had me worried. What were you
doing out there? What happened?”

“Did you see them Kile, those weird dog things?
They’re all over the place. What are they?”

“I don’t think anybody really knows,” she replied.
“What can you tell me about them? How many did you see?”

“I don’t know. It seemed like there was a hundred of
them, but it could have been just one really fast one.”

“Somehow, I don’t think so,” she laughed, pouring
him a drink of water from the pitcher on the bedside table. She
handed it to him and waited for him to take a sip.

“What happened?” She asked again. “Tell me
everything, from the beginning.”

“About two weeks ago, we got the news Callor
declared war on the throne. Master Folkstaff thought Lord Rimes
must have gone mad. They pulled a few squads off the line as well
as a few Hunters to join up with the King’s forces in the province
of Lunvalt, in the hopes of putting down the rebellion as quickly
as possible. Daniel and I were selected because we’re both from the
Callor province. Maybe they thought we would know something they
didn’t.” He said with a shrug. “Anyway, we were just entering
Callor when Master Folkstaff was attacked by the large bird you
sent. It nearly knocked him off his horse, it wouldn’t let up until
he took the letter it kept shoving in his face, that’s when we knew
you were in Moran. Master Folkstaff said we couldn’t do anything
for you just yet and that you were on your own.”

Alex finished off the water and handed the empty cup
to Kile. “We joined up with Lord Bollen’s men just outside of
Norfrom,” he added.

“Lord Bollen?”

“Yeah, he’s Lord Rime’s second cousin. Everybody
loves Lord Bollen, well… at least everyone in Procton does.”

“So, Lord Bollen has raised an army.”

“Yeah, you didn’t really think he was just going to
let Lord Rimes drag the Callor province into a war with the entire
country, did you? Lord Bollen would never do that. Well… anyway, I
guess Lord Rimes has a few men of his own because he took control
of Norfrom. That’s when a few Hunters, who were in Norfrom,
discovered Lord Rimes was waiting for valrik, which were supposed
to be coming through Denal at any time. Master Folkstaff told Lord
Bollen the outpost of Moran was under Hunter control, but he wasn’t
sure for how long.”

“Hunter control?” Kile laughed. “I wouldn’t exactly
go that far,”

“Well, that’s what everyone was saying,” Alex
replied. “You and your squad learned of Lord Rime’s treason and
that the valrik were going to sneak into Callor through Moran, so
you seized control of the outpost away from the Callor forces and
are defending it from the Uhyre army.”

“That’s not actually what happened,” she said.

“Well, it doesn’t really matter what happened,
that’s what people are saying. The whole camp was praising your
name. Master Folkstaff knew we had to get a message to you as
quickly as possible, but your bird didn’t hang around, and there
weren’t too many Hunters familiar with the Callor province. Daniel
volunteered, but Master Folkstaff said it wouldn’t be a very good
idea, his skills were needed. Since I’m not as valuable as Daniel,
they sent me.”

“Who said you aren’t valuable?” Kile asked, sitting
up in her chair. “Didn’t Master Folkstaff say the message was
important? He wouldn’t just leave it to anybody.”

“Well… I guess, but they did send me with Private
Duntz. I could have delivered it by myself.”

“I know you could,” Kile said reassuringly. “But you
have to think back to Master Adam’s classes. An important message
like this, through such a dangerous area, you have to send at least
two messengers. You know, just in case.”

“Well… I guess.”

“Besides, wasn’t it you who saved Private Duntz by
creating your illusion. How many other Hunters could have done
that? And that was after you were so badly injured.”

“Well… yeah… maybe.”

“How did it happen? How were you… injured?”

“It was those weird dog things. They just came out
of nowhere. Before I knew it…” He said, touching the bandage over
his right eye. He winced. “It’s bad… isn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Alex closed his eyes. “It doesn’t matter,” he said
with a heavy sigh. “I don’t know if I’m really cut out to be a
Hunter anymore.”

“Why, because of one injury? You remember Sir Oblum.
It didn’t stop him.”

“I don’t know. I really just want to go back to
Baxter’s Bay. I was doing pretty well, telling stories in some of
the local pubs. I had a really good following. People came in just
to see my illusions and hear my stories.”

“I have a feeling, once this is over, you’ll have a
few more stories to tell,” Kile said, getting up from her chair.
“You should probably get some rest. I’ll leave Vesper here with
you. If you need anything, you let him know and he’ll let me
know.”

“Kile.”

“Yes, what is it?”

“Have your eyes gone all weird, or is that something
to do with my injury?” he asked.

“No, you’re fine. It’s my eyes.”

“Oh… oh, that’s good. I thought something got
rattled loose when that dog attacked me. You know, made me go funny
in the head or something.”

“No, you’re as sane as you ever were, which really
isn’t saying much,” Kile replied heading for the door.

Captain Jax was waiting for her in the hall.

“How’s your friend,” he asked, falling into step
beside her.

“As fine as someone can be who just got their face
ripped off by a saladog.”

“Is it that bad?”

“I think his days as a Hunter are behind him.” She
said, glancing back over her shoulder.

An injury like that, for someone like Alex, was
usually a one-way ticket out of the Guild. Sir Oblum received a
similar wound, but he was already a Level One Hunter at the time,
and had other skills to fall back on. He managed to land himself a
position at the Academy as the weapons master, and then went on to
become the headmaster. They weren’t going to let him go so easily,
but for someone like Alex, who was still only a Level Five, it was
easier to just drop him. Mr. Wollery, the owner of the dry goods
store back in Coopervill was another one. He suffered an injury to
his leg, and even though he managed to get his Level Three
certificate, he was still expendable. Where did that leave her? She
didn’t exactly suffer a physical injury, but surely she must have
suffered a psychological one. Lately, she felt as if she was just
hanging on to her sanity by the tips of her fingers. They had been
looking for a reason to get rid of her; this might just be it.

“Did he have anything more to say?” Jax asked,
bringing her back to the conversation.

“Who?” she asked.

“Your friend in there, did he have anything more to
say?”

“No, nothing that will help us right now, but you’ll
be happy to know Lord Bollen raised an army and is resisting Lord
Rimes.”

“Yeah, Duntz filled us in when you left, although
I’m not surprised. I didn’t think Lord Bollen would sit this one
out.”

“What do you think their chances are?” she
asked.

“With half of the Callor province rising up against
him, and backed by the King’s Command, I don’t fancy Lord Rime has
a chance,” Jax chuckled. “Although, if the Uhyre forces managed to
get through, that’s a different story.”

“I’m thinking, we should drop the kastelya. Close
off the mainway,” Kile said, watching Jax’s expression. She could
tell he didn’t like that idea.

It was a drastic step, but it was the only one she
could think of which would buy Lord Bollen the time he needed. In
some way, she always knew they would have to destroy the outpost,
ever since Jax told her it could be done.

“You think it’s come to that already?” He asked

“I was hoping the King’s Command would come to our
aid, but they have their own battles to fight. There’s no chance we
can stand again the valrik now and hope for a victory,” she said.
“The only thing we have on our side is time, and we have to use it
to our best advantage. We move the refugees out at nightfall. Point
them in the direction of the Fennel boarder and hope they meet up
with the King’s forces. We drop the kastelya, close off the mainway
and stand our ground along the Cliff Road, that way, we can
bottle-neck their advance. We should be able to slow them down long
enough for reinforcements to arrive, or at least give Lord Bollen
enough time to retake Norfrom.”

“I suppose there’s some logic in that,” he said,
nodding his head slowly.

“Unless the King’s forces get here first, I’m not
sure what else we can do.”

“Very well, then we should get the refugees ready,”
Jax said.

“We should prepare the wounded first, get them out
as well… oh, and the deer of course, although, they may not like
leaving their homeland. They should be able to find their way back
when everything calms down a bit. Of course the horse should also
go with the refugees, as well as anyone else who wishes to
leave.”

“We should organize an escort,” Jax added. “A few of
the guards who have families in Callor should be allowed to go with
the refugees if they choose.”

“I’ll let you handle that part of it,” Kile said.
“I’ll speak with the pack. We can send at least a third of the dogs
to guard the civilians. That should give them more than a chance if
they run into those reptilian wolves.”

“I think you and Perha Squad should also go,” Jax
added. “Leave the protection of the outpost to the men of
Moran.”

“Perha Squad can make up its own mind. If they want
to leave, I won’t stop them. As for me, I have to stay,” she
replied.

“And why is that?”

“Because, for the longest time, I felt I had
forgotten something. Every time I connected with those wolves, I’ve
sensed they’ve been hiding something. It’s been lingering on the
very edge of my senses and now, I know what it is. Something from
my past has finally caught up with me.”

“What past? You’re too young to have a past,” Jax
replied dismissively.

“You can tell that to the Minotaur.”
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Back when Kile was accepted at the Academy, there
were four class A open scripts. These were the most valuable
bounties the Guild wrote, which had remained unclaimed. They were
also the most dangerous, which was probably what contributed to the
prices on their heads. During her first year, the Troll of
Blackmoore was defeated by the Hunter Marcus Taylor. The tales of
his exploits were the stuff of legend, even if they were completely
blown out of proportion beyond all recognition. In fact, his
success over the Troll had more to do with how fast he could run,
than how well he could fight. That, of course, left just three.

There was the Beast of the Spine Mountain, although,
no one knows what it is, or what it looks like, or if it even
exists, but there is still a bounty on its head. Then there was the
drake of the flatlands, the last of the fire breathing dragons, or
so the legends say. No one has ever seen the dragon, although,
there were a few rather gruesome stories of Hunters who have tried
their hand at bringing it in, none of them ending well.

That left just the Minotaur of Calder falls, the one
Kile became all too familiar with during her probationary year as a
Hunter.

It stood over ten feet tall, a massive brute of
muscle and fury, half man, half beast and completely insane. It was
an open script no Hunter in their right mind wanted to attempt.

It was now bound by chains and held by the valrik.
It was either a prisoner, or a weapon, or maybe a combination of
both. It was under their control, but for how long? Its rage was
all- consuming, even more powerful than when she first encountered
it. How could she have forgotten about that monster? The Minotaur
of Calder falls. No more than a few weeks out of the Academy, on
her first assignment as a probationary Level Five Hunters, and she
had to run into that thing. If it wasn’t for Grim, pushing it off
the edge of a cliff, to what should have been its death, she
wouldn’t be alive now to relive her mistake.

It was out cold, at her mercy, and she couldn’t do
it. She couldn’t bring herself to kill the beast while it lay there
defenseless, so instead, she dragged it across the countryside to
the outpost of Moran. There it remained imprisoned, and then, she
thought, executed. But here it was standing outside the western
gate of the outpost. Things just got a whole lot more
complicated.

The message arrived at first light, demanding the
doors of Moran be opened, and the outpost surrendered to Vadokk, or
they would be torn down, and the Minotaur could do it. She had seen
its strength in the mountains of Denal when it uprooted a tree and
tried to hit her with it. She had no doubt in her mind, the
Minotaur could pull the very walls of the outpost down around
them.

Captain Jax sent Raf to parlay with the valrik
messenger. Raf was very good at playing ignorant, especially when
trying to interpret the messenger’s message, then again she wasn’t
sure if Raf was actually faking it. The man thought she was wili
the first time she had the misfortune of coming to Moran.

Raf would buy them the few precious moments they
needed at the front gate, so they could quickly push refugees out
the back. Most of Perha Squad agreed to stand beside Kile, only
Corporal Duffy and privates Nasom and Tinny chose to leave along
with the wounded members. That left only six soldiers of the
original twenty she set out with.

“I’m not going, I’m staying here with you,” Alex
shouted, throwing his pack on the bed. She had forgotten how
stubborn he could be.

“You are going, even if I have to tie you to a horse
myself,” Kile shouted back.

“But I can help.”

“Alex, look at you. You have more bandages on you
than there are in the infirmary. You’re lucky to even be alive. You
have to leave with the rest of the wounded.”

“You need me. Who’s going to watch your back?” he
asked.

“You only have one eye. You can barely watch your
own back. Besides, I have Grim to watch mine.”

Alex wasn’t that good in a fight when he was
healthy. He may have made a startling recovery, even Sumsor was
impressed, but with only one eye and his right arm in a sling, she
couldn’t see what help he could be, although, she couldn’t actually
come out and tell him that.

“Besides,” She said, grabbing his pack from the bed
and ushering him out the door. “Who’s going to lead these people to
safety if not you?”

“Private Duntz knows the way,” Alex replied.

“Seriously, you think I’m going to place the safety
and well-being of these people in the hands of a soldier. They need
a Hunter to lead them through Callor, somebody who knows the area
and you’re it.”

“The soldiers who are going with them are all from
Callor, they should know the way,” he replied.

This wasn’t going as smoothly as she hoped.

“Are you or are you not still a Hunter?” she asked
him.

“Well… yeah, I am but…”

“A Level Five Hunter, at that.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well. I’m a Level Three, and therefore I must
outrank you, and I am giving you a mission. You have to see these
people to safety.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll be fine, we have this all planned out,” she
lied. “You just get these refugees back to the King’s Command and
tell Master Folkstaff exactly what’s going on here. By the time he
gets here, we’ll have the valrik running for the hills.” Kile said,
handing Alex his pack. She hoped she sounded more confident than
she felt.

“Well… if you say so,” he replied reluctantly.

“It’ll be fine. When this is all over, you, Daniel
and me, and if we can find Carter, will sit around a campfire and
tell our tales. Then you’ll have some real stories to tell those
patrons back in Baxter’s Bay.”

“Yeah, the tale of the Wild Hunter and the fall of
Moran,” Alex exclaimed, and his eyes lit up, or actually his eye
lit up.

“But, Moran hasn’t fallen,” Kile reminded him, but
it didn’t seem to do any good.

“I can see it now,” He said, gesturing to an unseen
audience. “The Wild Hunter stands upon the battlements as she
taunts the valrik armies. Her red hair blowing in the wind as
plumbs of black smoke rise in the skies behind her.”

“Yeah, Okay, but that actually didn’t happen,” she
said, but he wasn’t listening.

“Crows… no, eagles… yes eagles. The sky is filled
with eagles as they swoop down upon the enemy. Great grizzly bears
charging the ranks of the valrik.”

“You can’t really tell the story until it actually
happens.”

“Are you kidding, this will make me famous. They’ll
come from all over to hear me tell the tale of Kile, the Wild
Hunter and the Minotaur of Calder falls, Kile the Wild Hunter and
siege of Moran, Kile, the Wild Hunter and the dark conspiracy.”

“Wonderful,” Kile replied, shaking her head. What
did she get herself into now?

“They said I have to go with the refugees,” Alisa
shouted. Stomping up the stairs.

“Are you kidding me?” Kile exclaimed. “Alisa, you
ran a livery back in Denal and baked apple pies for the Bird and
Bay, what makes you think you can fight valrik.”

“What? I can hold my own,” she said defiantly.

Kile threw up her arms. “Fine, I’ll tell you what--
you guys stay here and fight the valrik. I’ll leave with the
refugees,” she said.

“What in all the realm is going on here?” Tullner
shouted when he reached the stairs. “The refugees are ready to
move, all except for the dogs, the horses and the deer. I’m not
sure if this is an evacuation or a traveling circus.”

“They’re ready. They were just saying their
goodbyes,” Kile said, pushing Alex forward.

“Well, they better be,” Tullner replied. “Raf has
already sent the messenger back three times. It may be a valrik,
but I don’t think it’s stupid. It’s got to know something is going
on.”

“I thought we were staying and you were going,” Alex
replied.

“You have a choice Alex, you can either walk out
with the rest of the refugees, or I can have the dogs drag you
across the Callor province by your feet.”

“I’m going, I’m going,” he said, descending the
stairs. “Man, I forgot how scary you could be,”

“That goes for you too, Alisa,” Kile said, turning
to where the young girl stood.

“You wouldn’t dare,” she replied.

As if on cue, two hounds appeared at the top of the
stairs. Kile didn’t call them, but she knew they were there. It
only helped to prove her point.

“I think you actually would,” Alisa said and
reluctantly let Tullner escort her back to the east gate.

She waited until Alisa and Tullner were gone before
she addressed the hounds. They knew, by now, she could speak with
animals, but she still didn’t feel comfortable doing it in front of
them. It was mostly because they couldn’t hear the animal’s side of
the conversation, and it looked as if she was talking to
herself.

“What’s the problem?” she asked.

One of the dogs stepped forward.

-The vir, known as Raf, could not delay the Uhyre
any longer. They are coming.”

“Wonderful,” Kile said, following the two hounds.
“The mainway is clear?” she asked.

-We have been keeping the vir out as
instructed.-

The other dog replied.

“And Captain Jax?”

-He is waiting for you at the gatehouse.-

Sure enough, the vision the dog showed her was of a
nervous Captain Jax pacing the main bailey. She had never seen him
this uneasy before, but then again, she had never seen him facing
an army of valrik either.

Maybe if she kept telling herself the plan was going
to work, she would start to believe it.

Kile approached the stables, now abandoned, save for
one dark form which pulled itself away from the shadows and
approached her.

-It’s about time.-

Grim said, stopping before her.

-Kile.-

Vesper shouted from the mountain pony’s head. He
slid down Grim’s nose and jumped onto her shoulder.

“So, you guys ready?” she asked them.

-If I say no, can I go home?-

The pony replied.

“If you do, take me with you,” she said, grabbing a
handful of mane and pulling herself up.

-Whose incredibly insane idea is this?-

Grim asked.

“I’ll have you know, this plan was well thought out
by some of the top military minds.”

-This was your idea, wasn’t it?-

“I might have had some input.”

-Some?-

“Okay, so this is my plan, but it still might
work.”

-We are going to die, aren’t we?-

“Seriously, you have no faith in me?”

-Let’s just say I’m playing the odds.-

Cries rose up from the far side of the wall and men
ran to brace the gate. Archers quickly took to the battlements and
the whole world was now in full motion. Kile rode to where Captain
Jax was shouting out orders.

“How goes it with the refugees?” he asked when he
saw her arrive.

“They are moving them out as quickly as possible. If
the valrik have succeeded in getting across Marcin’s Pass, they’re
nowhere in the immediate area. It looks as if they should have a
clear shot to the city of Forthbar.”

“Forthbar is a full day’s journey on horseback under
the best of conditions,” Jax said shaking his head. “I don’t expect
them to reach it until late tomorrow evening, and even then, that
will be pushing it.”

“Then we have to buy them as much time as we can,”
Kile replied.

“Agreed, but this plan of yours, for a lack of a
better word is… foolish.”

-Thank you.-

Grim replied, fortunately only Kile heard him.

“If you have a better one Captain, I’m all
ears.”

“Fine, but we hold the wall as long as we can,” he
told her.

“Agreed, but I don’t think that’s going to be for
very long if they release the Minotaur,” Kile said. She removed
Vesper from her shoulder. “Are you ready?” She asked him.

-I ready.-

“You know what you’re supposed to do.”

-I know.-

“Be good and come back safe,” She told him, and then
handed him to the Captain.

Jax was reluctant to take hold of the yarrow, after
the nasty bite it gave him the last time he tried to pick it up.
Vesper didn’t wait and quickly scurried up Jax’s arm and took his
place on the man’s shoulder. Kile had to admit, it was a strange
sight to see the white yarrow sitting there, and now she could
understand why people always gave her a second look when Vesper
rode on her shoulder.

“How is this going to work?” Jax asked.

“You let him know when you’re ready to release the
keystone and then he’ll let me know,” Kile replied.

“And how is he supposed to do that?”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” she assured
him.

There was a great uproar on the other side of the
wall, followed by a loud crash. The archers converged over the
gate, firing down at unseen targets on the other side. The great
wooden doors shook and a few of the braces gave way, but there were
men there to quickly replace the.

“I thought your Minotaur would have been through by
now,” Jax remarked.

“He’s not my Minotaur,” Kile said defensively. “If
anything, he’s yours. I just brought him in. You were supposed to
keep him confined.”

“It’s not my fault. Representative from Callor came
about a month after you left him here.”

There was another blow to the door which dislodged
more of the timber used for bracing. The men were already starting
to reinforce it with iron bars and more archers took to the
walls.

“Besides, they haven’t even released him yet,” Kile
said.

“What are they waiting for?” Jax asked.

“I don’t think they have as much control over him as
they want us to believe,” she replied.

Men cried out as large bolder like objects sailed
over the battlements. They struck the high wall and either climbed
up or fell into the bailey below.

“Saladogs,” Jax cursed. “I thought your rats took
care of the catapults.”

“They must have found a way to keep them back,” Kile
said as more of the reptilian wolves came over the wall. How many
of them were there, she wondered? She didn’t account for this. It
wasn’t a part of the plan. She had hoped the rats would have kept
the catapult out of commission permanently, but it looks as if the
valrik were wising up.

“So much for holding the gate, these things will
spread our forces too thin. We can’t wait. Go, get to the keystone
and wait for my signal,” She shouted to Jax and spurred Grim toward
the gatehouse.

“Good luck.” Jax shouted back and took off toward
the ramp which led to the kastelya. Five men and several dogs
followed him.

The hounds proved a deadly match for the saladogs,
and as long as they were in the area, Kile didn’t feel the darkness
descending on her. All she could feel was the support of the pack.
That was until the madness came. The madness wasn’t like the
darkness, not like what she felt when she encountered the reptilian
wolves. The darkness would just creep in on her, slowly stealing
away her awareness and her sanity. The madness, on the other hand,
wasn’t as subtle. It was like a wall of water that washed over her,
but she was ready for it.

She didn’t have to see it to know they released the
Minotaur, she could feel it. Whether it was by design or by
accident, it no longer mattered. In its rage-filled insanity, it
swung at anything and everything in its path to reach the gates of
Moran. Fortunately, the only things in its path at the moment were
the valrik, but that was going to change soon.

“Fall back, fall back to the ramps,” she shouted to
the men.

The soldiers began to evacuate the walls, but not
fast enough. The doors exploded and the outer archway crumbled,
like a child’s sand castle, filling the bailey with a thick cloud
of dust, followed by an eerie silence. When the dust cleared, only
the portcullis stood between Kile and the Minotaur.

“I think he remembers you, Grim.”

-Me! You were the one who kept hitting him with
those toy swords of yours-

“Yeah, but you pushed him off a cliff.”

-I wanted to see if the cow bounced.-

Lifting its head to the sky, it let out an unnatural
cry. A scream of insanity which echoed off the high peaks of the
mountains and shook the walls of the outpost. Grabbing the
portcullis with both hands, it ripped it from the wall, with ease,
and tossed it aside, pulling down the rest of the stone for good
measure.

-I am seriously having second thoughts about this
plan of yours.-

Grim said.

“Yeah, me too,” Kile replied.

 


When the gatehouse was torn down, Jax was already in
the kastelya, but he had his own problems to deal with. The
reptilian wolves arrived ahead of him. They were waiting on the
rooftop, almost as if it knew what he was planning. He didn’t see
them until it was too late. Jumping down, they landed among the
solders, catching them completely off guard. They tore through the
men like they were tin soldiers. Two of the guards were down before
the dogs were able to deal with them, but more emerged from alleys
behind them.

“Go,” Raf shouted. “We’ll hold them off. You get to
the stone room.”

Jax hesitated for a moment before turning and
sprinting up the stairs. He did not wish to leave his men in such
dire straits, but on the other hand, the mainway had to be blocked
if any of this was going to matter.

Kicking open one of the side doors, Jax slipped into
the room. He was struck hard from behind, knocking him off his feet
and slamming him into one of the storage cabinets. A box of old
boots toppled down onto his head. Why was someone saving old boots,
he wondered? The question would have to wait for the time being, as
the wolf forced its way into the room after him. Were they waiting
for him? Did they know what he was planning on doing?

Jax quickly picked up one of the old boots and
hurled it at the beast. It hardly flinched as the boot bounced off
its head. If anything, it only seemed to make it madder. The wolf
advanced slowly, making a low, unsettling noise, a sound, which
rumbled deep in its chest. The head was low to the ground, the
stance, rather bowlegged, but it was the eyes, which drew Jax’s
attention. They were two small black orbs. There was no reflection,
no life, only darkness, like looking into the depths of some
forbidden pit. Scrambling to his feet, Jax drew his sword. He
wished he had more room to maneuver, and tried to put as many
boxes, and pieces of furniture between him and the wolf. It made no
difference. It continued to advance, pushing aside any obstacle in
its way until Jax’s back was literally to the wall. The wolf
hesitated. It stared at him with those dead black eyes. Jax could
see the wolf’s muscles tense. He raised his sword to defend
himself. One chance was all he had. They faced one another, the
sword felt unnaturally heavy in his hand. He was getting way too
old for this. Why didn’t he retire when he had the chance? He
thought about it, especially after the whole wili incident two
years ago, but no, he had to hold out for the pension.

The wolf lunged. Jax braced himself for the impact.
A small white furry something came out of nowhere and latched
itself onto the wolf’s face with sharp little claws. The howl was
deafening in the small room, but Jax seized his opportunity. Diving
over the table, He drove his sword down into the wolf’s head. It
thrashed about for a moment before lying still.

“No wonder she keeps you around,” he said, holding
out his hand for Vesper to climb up. “I guess this makes up for you
biting me.”

The yarrow chattered and took his place on Jax’s
shoulder. For the first time in his life, he actually wondered what
the rodent said.

Jax pulled open one of the storage cabinets, inside
was a narrow opening which led to a narrow flight of stairs.
Breaking off a leg from one of the chairs, he wrapped a cloth
tightly around it. He fumbled a small vial from the pouch on his
belt and, unscrewing the top, poured a few drops of liquid onto the
touch’s head. It quickly burst into flames. Holding it aloft, he
descended into the depth of the kastelya. He had only been down to
the stone room once, and that was twenty years ago, when he took
command of the outpost. It was the final responsibility of the
former commander to show his replacement the stone room. He always
figured, the next time he came down these stairs, was to show his
replacement the stone room, before he retired. If everything went
as planned, there would be no more commanders, no more
replacements, and no more outposts.

The room was small, no more than five feet wide and
ten feet long. There was nothing in it, aside from a thick rope,
which ran the length of the room, three feet above the ground. One
end was fastened to an iron ring, which was mounted on the wall.
The other end ran through a small opening on the far side of the
room.

“Here we are, Vesper.” He said, slapping the rope.
There was a low strumming sound as it vibrated. “The marvels of
Dower engineering. The only thing left to do now, is cut it, which
in turn, will release the keystone, and that will cause a
catastrophic structural failure in the sub support of the
kastelya.” He said, looking at Vesper. “I can’t believe I’m
actually trying to explain this to a yarrow, and what’s more
disturbing is, I think you’re actually listening.”

Jax rested the edge of his blade against the
rope.

 


-Here it comes-

Grim said, but she really didn’t need him to tell
her.

The Minotaur lowered its head and charged a crossed
the main bailey, heading straight for her.

“Get ready.” She said, drawing her Lann, she
tightened her grip on the mountain pony.

Grim raced forward, meeting the Minotaur halfway and
then quickly shifting left. Kile lashed out at the beast’s flank
when they passed. The strike was far from fatal, and did nothing
more than anger it, but it was all she could do. The hounds
maneuvered between its legs, nipping at its heels and then swiftly
retreating, keeping the Minotaur off balance. The beast’s movements
were surprisingly quick, but the dogs were quicker. Grim changed
direction and came at it from the opposite side. Kile swung again,
dragging the sharp blade across its backside. The Minotaur howled.
This time it came dangerously close to knocking her off the pony as
it reached around and grabbed for her. She barely managed to duck
under its outstretched hands, and scored another hit under its left
arm while Grim led it back to the gatehouse.

Visions of a small room and a length of rope flooded
Kile’s mind. She was seeing the stone room through Vesper’s eyes.
She didn’t completely understand the purpose of the rope, but she
knew Captain Jax reached his destination. It was only a matter of
time now.

“Fall Back.” She called out to the men on the wall.
“Fall back to the second defense.”

The men were quick to comply. They abandoned the
gatehouse, leaving the dogs to keep the valrik occupied. The
archer’s set up positions along the only access point to the
kastelya while the soldiers prepared their second line of defense.
When the soldiers were ready the dogs broke off their attack. The
hounds easily outran the valrik and the archers covered their
retreat.

“Down the mainway,” Kile shouted.

-I hope you know what you’re doing.-

Grim protested, heading for the tunnel.

“So do I,” Kile said, and concentrated on Vesper.
She hoped the yarrow could relay the signal to the Captain, and
that Jax would understand it.

 


Jax held his blade on the rope. His hands were
sweating, his breath labored and his heart was pounding in his
chest. He was about to destroy the outpost of Moran. What could
possible go wrong?

“So, where’s the signal?” He asked Vesper.

The yarrow sat patiently on his shoulder, saying
nothing.

Every moment Jax waited seemed like a life time. He
heard the old saying before, when men sat on the edge of disaster,
but he never understood it until now. Not knowing what was happing
outside, what was happening to his men, what the valrik were doing,
was driving him crazy.

Vesper bit his ear.

Jax cursed.

“That’s your damn single,” he shouted at the yarrow,
clutching his left ear. He would have to have a long talk with Kile
about alternate arrangements.

Holding the blade above his head, he counted to ten.
That better have been the signal, he thought before bringing the
sword down. It cuts clean through the rope. He braced himself for
the earth shattering sound of the kastelya crashing down.
Unfortunately, there was only silence.

“No! No! No!” he shouted, picking up the rope, which
now lay limp against the wall. “You have got to be kidding me,” he
said through clenched teeth, tugging on the end, but still, there
was only silence.

“This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening,” he
shouted, kicking the wall. “I’ve been worrying about this thing
over my head for the last twenty years, and now I need it to fall,
it’s stuck!”

Vesper jumped from Jax’s shoulder and before the
Captain could stop him, he climbed up the rope and disappeared
through the small hole.

“Wait. Where are you going? What are you doing?” Jax
shouted, but it was no use, Vesper was gone.

“Great, now she’s going to kill me, I just lost her
rat,” Jax said, retrieving his sword.

There was nothing more he could down here. Grabbing
the torch, he made his way back up the narrow stairs. When he
reached the room at the top, he heard what he thought was the
distant sound of thunder rolling down from the mountains, but as it
got louder, the room began to shake. He lost his footing, falling
over the reptilian wolf, among discarded boots. Covering his ears,
he watched the walls crumbling around him.

 


They just started down the mainway, with the
Minotaur right behind them, when Kile received another vision from
Vesper.

“Wait,” she shouted to Grim.

-Finally come to your senses-

“Turn back, it’s stuck.”

-What do you mean it’s stuck?-

“It’s not going to fall. We can’t lead the Minotaur
through.”

-Wonderful, give a vir a simple job of dropping an
outpost and they screw it up.-

Grim shouted. He cut left, turning into the path of
the charging Minotaur.

-I assume you have something in mind.-

“Head for the valrik,” Kile told him.

-Say what now?-

“Just go.”

Heading straight for the Minotaur, Grim quickly cut
right. The Minotaur stumbled, going down on one knee. Kile was able
to score another hit, before he could get back on and continue the
chase.

-I hope you know what you’re doing.-

“Trust me,” she said, lowering herself on Grim’s
back.

They charged the ranks of the Uhyre, who were now
flooding through the breach in the gatehouse. The valrik ran before
them, not so much in fear of the pony and his rider, but because
they had no control over the Minotaur. It plowed through the lines,
scattering the enemy left and right, at least those who were
fortunate enough not to get trampled beneath its hoofs.

“Vesper, no!” Kile shouted.

-What’s that rat doing now?-

“He’s going to try to release the stone.”

-Always playing the hero.-

Grim mumbled, sliding to a stop and changing
directions. He was heading back through the valrik lines.

“What are you doing?” Kile asked.

This was definitely not part of her plan. Actually,
nothing now was part of her plan.

-If that little fur ball is willing to risk his life
to bring down the outpost, you shouldn’t waste it.-

Grim was right, but then, he usually was, although,
she would never tell him that. If Vesper was willing to do this for
them, she couldn’t let him do it in vain.

The second charge through the valrik lines was just
as eventful as the first. Grim passed close to the Minotaur, who
was now preoccupied with seeing how many of the Uhyre it could
throw over the walls. As she drew nearer, Kile scored a viscous hit
just under the beast’s rib cage. The howling was deafening, both in
her ears as well as in her head. It turned and hurled one of the
valrik at them when they passed. The creature didn’t stand a
chance. It flew over Kile’s head and struck the wall with a
sickening thud.

Grim was now moving faster than Kile had ever known
him to move before. He was making for the mainway with the
Minotaur, and the first wave of the valrik, close behind. The dogs
were on the opposite side when it happened. The first sound was a
loud crack which echoed through the tunnel, followed by small
stones falling around them like a gentle rain. A loud earth
shattering rumble seemed to pursue them through the tunnel and was
quickly gaining on them. Kile didn’t dare look back as the dust
overtook them.

It wasn’t until Grim cleared the tunnel, that she
turned to look. Moran was gone. Where once stood a great outpost,
was now a rock pile. What took hundreds of vir years to build, was
destroyed in a matter of minutes by a single yarrow. The kastelya
filled the mainway.

-I’ll be damned, the little fur ball actually did
it.-

“We’re not out of this yet. We may have closed off
the mainway, but we still have to defend the ramps.”

-Then what are we waiting for?-
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With the mainway closed off, there was now only one
way for the valrik to get through Moran, and that was to use the
Cliff Road. It was a secondary path, which ran along the outer edge
of the kastelya, just under the face of the mountain. Starting at
the west gatehouse, it winds its way through narrow paths, and ends
at the east gatehouse. It was nowhere near as wide as the mainway,
but wide enough for two supply wagons to pass and still have enough
room for a horse and two ponies. It was here, just over three
hundred outpost guards, fewer than two hundred dogs, six members of
Perha Squad and one Hunter on a mean-spirited mountain pony, met
the enemy.

 


Kile knew it wasn’t going as smoothly as she hoped.
While riding up the east ramp, she passed the wounded on their way
down. They were already taking heavy casualties and the fighting
had only just begun.

Following the sounds of battle, she passed through
two more defensible positions. They were set up ahead of time, so
the soldiers would have a place to fall back should the battle not
go as planned. They were simple walls, created out of whatever the
men could find laying scattered about. Everything from barrels,
crates and boxes to carriages, cabinets and other pieces of
furniture. They even pulled the doors off the outhouses, which were
prominently displayed on the very last defendable position. It was
a fitting final statement. All the walls could be doused in oil, in
preparation for a parting shot.

“Glad to see you made it,” Jax called out from the
back of the wagon he was using to survey the battle.

“How goes it?” she asked, but she really didn’t need
him to tell her, she could see for herself. The battle would never
go their way, she knew that. There were just too many of them. The
best they could hope for was to hold out until tomorrow. At least
it would bring the refugees that much closer to Forthbar.

The soldiers of Moran knew what they were doing.
This was not the first battle some of these men had seen. They
restricted the pass with anything they could find, funneling the
valrik’s main force through a narrow opening in the wall, where
their superior number was no longer a factor. Archers stood upon
raised platforms above the fighting, choosing their targets with
care, since arrows were becoming a scarce commodity. The tired,
wounded, and, unfortunately, the dead, were quickly pulled from the
battle and replaced with a well-rested soldier. The tired were
brought back, behind the line, where they could rest and recover,
only to go back as soon as another man fell. The wounded were taken
down the east ramp, where Sumsor set up an infirmary in an old
warehouse, which was still standing, seeing as the halls of healing
where now lying in a crumpled heap blocking the mainway. As for the
dead, they were laid to one side with as much respect as they could
be afforded.

Kile could only sit and watch as the battle raged
before her.

 


The night came too quickly. The sun was setting and
darkness was closing in. The advantage was shifting. Breaks in the
wall started to form and the line was beginning to falter. For
every hole they managed to close, another two would open. The night
belonged to the enemy.

“Set the walls and fall back,” Jax reluctantly
shouted.

The line collapsed. Men started to fall back,
leaving the wall to the valrik, who were already starting to pour
through. Archers, with flaming arrows, set the wooden barrier
alight, keeping the main force behind a curtain of fire. Those
valrik unfortunate enough to be caught on the wrong side of that
curtain, faced the wrath of the Wild Hunter upon her black pony and
the two hundred dogs who followed her.

The collapsing line fortified the next defensible
position. Again, the soldiers prepared the barrier, reinforcing it
with anything they could find. With only two more available places
to fall back to, each one had to last as long as possible. The
archers arrived next, taking their place on the raised platforms,
which were prepared for them earlier. It was several minutes before
the first dog arrived. Only after the mountain pony and his rider
crossed the barrier, did the men close it off.

“I was beginning to worry,” Jax said from his perch
on the carriage. “You took your time getting back.”

“I would have thought you’d be glad to get rid of
me,” Kile replied, dismounting. Stumbling, she braced herself
against the wagon wheel. She was sporting a nice laceration on the
side of her leg. One valrik too close, she thought.

“You should get down to the infirmary and have that
looked at,” Jax warned her.

The thought of visiting Sumsor again was not very
appealing. He was a decent enough healer, but she could do without
his grave-side manner.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured him.

“I can’t afford to lose you,” Jax replied. “Who
would I get to lead the hounds?”

“Your compassion is underwhelming.”

Grabbing an old cloak from the back of the wagon,
she tore off a strip and proceeded to bind the wound. It was not a
very sanitary thing to do, and she knew she would get an earful
from Daniel if he ever heard about it.

“Look, Kile about… Vesper,” Jax started.

“The fire should hold them for a little while
longer.” She said, ignoring him and tying off the bandage.

“Kile?”

“They didn’t look too eager to break through, and
they weren’t making any attempts to put it out. It may have bought
us an hour or so.”

“Yeah… Okay, let’s hope so,” Jax replied.

Turning east, he looked to the horizon, since it was
the only direction help would come.

“Don’t worry, they’ll be here,” Kile said, trying to
reassure him. If only she believed it.

 


It was nearly three hours before the light of the
fire began to fade and the first sounds of the valrik, on the Cliff
Road, could be heard. Men were quickly preparing themselves for the
next round. Kile held the pack in reserve. It would be their job to
secure the retreat again, if it came to that, and she knew it
would. The soldiers waited with pikes and shields, while a black
wall of smoke, from the extinguished barricade, began to roll in.
The first valrik to emerge, was quickly put down by a well-placed
arrow, but it did little to slow the rest. Filling the Cliff Road,
from one side to the other, they charged the second barricade, but
once again the strategically placed obstacles forced them into a
narrow funnel where they clashed with the vir. The shields when up,
and the pikes came down, and the first wave of valrik fell to the
men of Moran. Normally, this would have been followed by another
assault and another one after that. Vadokk threw his forces against
the vir with little regard for any true planning, or for his own
people. However, this time there was no second wave.

They stopped about twenty yards out, just on the
edge of the smoky wall, and waited. The last time Kile saw this
tactic was back in the Mystic Tower, when she took the entry
examination. But since that little battle never really took place,
she couldn’t say for sure what they were planning, or if they were
planning anything. Back then, the valrik yielded the battle to the
brunrik, and she strained her ears for any sound of the larger
Uhyre, but could hear nothing.

“You don’t suppose they gave up, do you?” she asked,
coming alongside the Captain. Jax was standing on the carriage,
trying to get a better look. He was as puzzled by this new
development as she was.

“I shouldn’t think so,” Jax replied. “I’ve never
known valrik to give up so easily.”

-They are waiting for something.-

Grim added.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kile said, pulling
herself up onto the pony’s back. “Maybe they want to talk.”

“Somehow I doubt that.” Jax replied. “The valrik
were never known for being very good conversationalists.”

“There’s only one way to find out.”

“You can’t be serious. You can’t just go out there
and talk to them.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s not the way it’s done,” Jax
explained. “If they want to talk, you let them make the first move.
If they have something to say, they will send someone forward. They
have the upper hand at the moment and they know it. All we can do
is wait and see what they do with it.”

Kile urged Grim forward, but the pony refused to
move.

-Listen to him, child, he’s the first vir who
actually makes sense.-

“What, you think I’m crazy, you really think I was
just going to go out there and start up a conversation.”

-It wouldn’t be the first time you did something…
well… stupid.-

“Thanks for your undying support,” Kile replied. “I
was actually going to talk to them,” she said, pointing to
the ravens gathering on the wall.

It was not unusual to see ravens on the battlefield,
although they usually came after the fighting was over. She had not
seen any since the battle started, but then, she wasn’t really
looking for them. Somehow, the concept of staying alive drove out
any thoughts of birds. They were perched upon the rubble of Moran,
and appeared to minding their own business. They didn’t seem to be
very interested in the fighting or the fallen, and instead, were
watching her.

When she approached, they made no attempt to fly.
There were about two dozen, but she felt there may be more nearby.
The last time she saw a flock of ravens was back in the wastelands,
under the control of the infamous Ravenshadow. Were these his
birds? Were they here to witness the fall of Moran? How far did his
control actually extend?

“Should I… welcome you?” she asked them.

The birds looked among themselves as if searching
for an answer before one came forward. He was older than the
others, or at least that’s the way he felt to her. It was difficult
to tell how old a bird was, they don’t exactly go gray with
age.

He spread his wings and flew down to her, landed on
the corner of a large crate just off to her right.

“Who are you?” she asked him.

-Bakara-

The raven replied in his sharp raspy voice.

“Why are you here, Bakara?”

-We bring… sight.-

“Who sent you?”

-Lindear.-

“Lindear? I don’t know any…”

-Lindear.-

The raven repeated, and this time the name carried
meaning. It was not the one she expected, but it was not the one
she feared.

“You serve… Lindear?” she asked.

-No.-

The raven replied. In his answer, she saw the
wastelands stretched out before her. In the distance there was an
old stronghold, which she knew all too well and preferred never to
have seen again.

“You serve Ravenshadow,” she said.

-No more.-

The raven replied.

“Then who do you serve?” she asked.

-We serve… Kile.-

Now that was something she didn’t expect. Since when
did ravens show allegiance to anyone?

“I think you’ve made a mistake somewhere,” she
replied.

-We serve Kile-

-Kile-

-Kile-

-Kile-

Suddenly all the ravens began screeching out her
name. She saw herself through their eyes while they flocked about
her. It was a strange, if not nauseating sensation, seeing herself,
from many different angles simultaneously.

“Okay, enough… please.” She shouted, trying to drive
them out of her head. “Look, I don’t know why you came to serve me,
or why Lindear sent you, but I can use your help. You said you had
something to show me.”

-Sight.-

Bakara screeched and with the word, Kile was flying
again.

She was higher than the battlefield, higher than
even the outpost which now lay destroyed beneath her. Although she
yearned to go west, as she always did when she flew, it was to the
east Bakara’s vision took her. She saw what the raven wanted her to
see. The realization of what was happening snapped her back to her
senses.

“Damn,” she cursed.

-What did the birdies have to say?-

Grim asked.

“Only that it’s going to get a lot worse before it
gets any better,” she replied.

Returning to the wagon, which was now being used as
a command post, she found Jax in conversation with Raf and Tullner.
Tullner was the first to look up when Grim approached.

“You are aware you have a bird on your head?” he
remarked.

“His name is Bakara and I’m afraid he brings bad
news,” Kile replied.

“I have often heard ravens and crows bring ill
omens,” Raf added. “But up until now, I never took it
literally.”

“Ill omens, or not, we need to get the wounded up
here now,” she said.

“Are you serious? Why would we want to do that?” Raf
asked. “They’ll only get in the way, and we’ll never be able to
move them in time if the valrik break through the line.”

“It's not those valrik I’m worried about. It’s the
ones who are coming in from the east.”

“What do mean?” Jax asked, quickly getting to his
feet.

“The ravens have come to warn us. The valrik forces
have gathered in Callor and are now marching here. My guess is,
they are going to try to box us in, hit us from both sides at
once.”

“If that’s true, we don’t stand a chance,” Tullner
said.

“How long do we have?” Jax asked.

“Not long,” Kile replied. “I’m afraid the
information could be hours old by the now.”

“Understood,” Jax said with a heavy sigh. He ran his
fingers through his hair and stared up at the sky for a few
moments. Was he praying, Kile wondered? She had never been very
religious herself, but it seemed appropriate at the moment.

“Raf, take a couple of men, get down to Sumsor, let
him know what is happening. Tell him to get his gear together and
get the wounded up here as quickly as possible. Tullner, along
here, there used to be a large meeting hall. Get some men, clear
out the debris, and see if you can gain access to it. We can place
the wounded in there if it’s still usable, it may even be our last
line of defense.”

Tullner was already gathering soldiers together
before Jax even finished giving the young man his orders.

“He’ll make a good officer someday,” he added with a
grin.

“Let’s hope so,” Kile replied.

“How reliable is this information?”

“I can’t see any reason Bakara would lie to me,
assuming Lindear actually sent him.”

“Lindear? Who’s Lindear?”

“Oh… Lindear. She was an old vulture I met in the
wastelands last year.”

“Of course she was.”

 


-Something bothering you?-

Grim asked as they stared out at the valrik who
still waited.

The smoke was finally lifting, and the day was upon
them. They could see the enemy as they filled the Cliff Road from
one side to the other, and still they waited. More men were pulled
from the wall to help clear out the old meeting hall which Tullner
uncovered. The floor sloped badly, and the far wall was a pile of
rubble, but it was better than nothing. The wounded were already
starting to fill up the corners and Sumsor was not too happy with
his change of address. He made sure to let Jax know about it. All
the while the enemy waited.

“What are they waiting for?” Kile asked.

-As you said, they are waiting for the second force
to arrive.-

“But how do they know?”

There was no way, she could think of, for the valrik
to send information to the second army, which was now marching on
Moran, or what was left of Moran. Information sent through Marcin’s
Pass would take too long, and she personally made sure the skies
were clear of any birds which could carry messages. Although, it
wasn’t like the valrik would use birds since no bird would be used
by them. The only things flying were the ravens, and they kept a
watchful eye on the progress of the second army.

-Do you suppose they have some of those… mystics
among them?-

Grim suggested.

“I suppose, it is possible, but I really can’t see
it. The mystics refused to get involved.”

-Not all mystics-

A raven circled once around her before she extended
her arm for him to use as a perch. He landed on it rather
gracefully, digging his claws into the old cloth she wrapped around
it for protection. It only took one raven landing on her exposed
arm before she decided to use the cloth.

“Show me.” She said, looking into the raven’s eyes,
and she was flying again.

The trip wasn’t very far. The valrik were a lot
closer than where the last raven placed them. They were moving
faster than she anticipated. It wouldn’t be long before they were
spotted by the lookout on the east wall.

When the vision ended, the raven took flight. He
would fly the same route he had already flown and return to her
with updated information. She had several routes which extended
farther and farther east and several ravens on each route. It was a
rather efficient means of keeping the information up to date. They
were not only watching the advancing valrik army, but were also
keeping an eye out for reinforcements, if they should come.

She turned Grim toward the last barricade, where
Captain Jax moved his headquarters.

“What’s the update?” he asked.

“Latest report shows the valrik forces are still
about an hour out. We should be hearing from the watch soon.”

Jax closed his eyes and ran his fingers through his
hair. He looked exhausted. “They’re moving a lot faster than I had
hoped for,” he said.

“Will the east gates hold?” she asked.

“Hardly,” he replied. “The east gate was never meant
to hold against an invading force. I guess the architect never
thought there would be much danger coming from that direction.”

“It’s not like anyone ever expects to be attacked
from their own homeland,” Raf added.

“It’s too wide to defend anyhow,” Sandson replied.
“If we try to defend the wall, we’ll be spreading our forces too
thin.”

“So what? That’s it. We’re giving up?” Tullner
asked, looking at each one of them.

Kile kind of felt sorry for him. He had never asked
to be here, but then again, none of them did.

“Nobody is giving up,” Jax said, gripping the young
man’s shoulder. “We’ll fight them to their last saladog if that’s
what it takes, mark my words.”

“Saladogs,” Kile exclaimed.

“Where?” Raf shouted, grabbing for his pike, which
clattered to the ground.

“Saladogs, that’s how they’re communicating. They
must be using the saladogs.”

“What are you on about?” Jax asked.

“The saladogs aren’t of this world, not really
anyway. There’s a connection between them, that’s why I keep losing
myself in them, because their minds are linked.”

“I don’t follow.” Jax said, shaking his head.

“That’s all right, neither do I,” Kile replied. “The
point is, if I can prevent them from communicating, maybe we can
upset their plans. If the western force doesn’t know the eastern
force has arrived, they may not attack.”

“That will at least give us a shot at reducing the
eastern force.” Jax replied. “We can take every third man off the
barricade and reinforce the wall.”

“You can’t,” Tullner shouted at Kile. “You know what
will happen if you try to do… well, whatever it is that you
do.”

-The kid’s right. You’re going to go loopy again if
you try to tangle with those things.-

Grim added.

“Maybe not. Not if the dogs are with me.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Tullner replied.

“Son, it’s no more dangerous than what we’re all
about to face,” Jax added.

 


Kile made herself comfortable in the back of the
wagon while the dogs set up a perimeter around her. It wasn’t
exactly the most convenient place, but it was better than sitting
in the middle of the courtyard. The last thing she needed was to be
run over by the battle.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Tullner asked,
for what had to be the eleventh time. At first it was endearing,
now it was just getting annoying.

“There’s no more time to discuss it,” she said. “By
all accounts, they should be in view of the watch shortly.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Tullner
added.

Why start now, she thought, closing her eyes and
falling into her Edge.

She wasn’t sure how this was going to work or what
she could accomplish. She needed to cause as many problems with the
valrik communications as possible, and if there was one thing she
excelled at, it was causing problems.

Her first priority was to establish connections with
the hounds, making sure her safety net was well in place and well
grounded. She felt their concerns, and with each connection she
made, she felt more in control.

Letting her mind wander, she stretched out her
consciousness. Turning it to the east, were the Callor soldiers
were prepared for the assault on the gatehouse. Although she could
feel their presence, they were only ghosts to her. They were there,
she knew they were there, but they had no substance. They were just
memories. The dogs, however, were like glowing beacons which seemed
to recognize her and acknowledge her when her mind passed through
theirs.

Stretching her consciousness, even further, she
began to sense more living things. There were rats in the fallen
places of Moran and the birds still filled the skies. There was a
black fox on the far side of the wall as well as two badgers a few
dozen squirrels and a sleeping possum, who had no regard for what
was going on outside his hole.

Turning her mind from the natural world, she looked
into the shadows and that’s when she saw it, the Maligar. It was
all around her, a living, breathing form of darkness. It touched
every mind and every life, as if it was searching for something, or
someone. It was there, and yet it wasn’t. It had form, but no
shape. It existed, not only in the natural realm, but in the mortal
world, and realms beyond those. A black mass which blotted out the
sky, looming over the outpost, its dark tendrils stretch both east
and west. The saladogs, the reptilian wolves, whatever they were,
they were a part of it, like black smudges on the landscape.

This was so much beyond anything she could ever
image. How was she supposed to go up against something like that?
Where would she start? A head-on attack was out of the question.
Even with her mind anchored to the hounds around her, she would
lose herself to the darkness. Her mind and her psyche would be
absorbed before she had a chance to make a difference.

She turned her attention to those smudges, the
saladogs. They could be the weak links. And they were the only
chance she had. It would have to be a hit and run. Poke the
saladog’s mind and keep moving. It wouldn’t do for her to engage
them. That would be futile.

Concentrating on the nearest one, she reached out to
it, trying to break down its will and control it. But the saladogs
were not wholly of the natural world like the Maligar they served.
She could only grasp a small portion of its mind, and as their
consciousness merged, her head was filled with visions of dark
places and distant times, with temples and forests long since
forgotten. She couldn’t risk going any deeper and threw her command
into its mind as fast and as hard as she could, before pulling out.
It was a single word, but with any word, in the natural world, it
was filled with meaning.

Pulling away, she felt the long black tendril, which
connected the saladog to the darkness, break. It was free, but it
could never truly be free. She understood, from the brief moment of
their joining, the saladog wasn’t being controlled by the Maligar,
but was a physical part of it. She wasn’t sure how it was possible,
or what it meant, or how she even came to understand it, she only
knew it was true.

Free from the Maligar, the saladogs was mindless and
uncontrollable. It did the only thing it knew how to do, and that
was to kill. It quickly turned on its valrik handlers. Kile
couldn’t see what was happening, what it was doing, but she knew.
The raw emotion of the saladog poisoned the world around it. It was
not what she wanted. But what choice did she have?

The second saladog, or Valgar, was easier. It didn’t
take nearly as long to break down its will and merge with it.
Within the dark recesses of its mind, she once again saw the long
abandoned temple, deep in some unnamed jungle, but this time, she
was allowed to see the interior. A room of immense size with a deep
well in the center and writing, which she could not read, nor
identify, scribbled around the outer walls. She tried to translate
it, to understand it, but the more she strained, the darker it
became.

-KEEP IT TOGETHER-

Grim’s voice filled her head, bringing her back to
her senses. She almost let herself be sucked into the darkness
again. It was all she could do to throw her single word command
into the Valgar’s mind before breaking the connection.

Now there were two of them running amok. Was it
enough, she wondered? She wasn’t sure if she could do it again,
what with barely getting out the last time, but what else could she
do? She needed to buy Jax, and his men, as much time as
possible.

Searching the horizon, she picked out a third black
smudge and was about to merge with it when, what appeared to be a
streak of light, flew past her. That was something new. Whatever it
was, it was heading directly for the outpost. She watched as the
light flew up and over the wall, and then another one followed it
and then a third. There were two more moving across the landscape,
and one nearly ran her down. Of course, that might not have
actually been possible, since she wasn’t really there to begin
with, but it passed through her consciousness, and when it did, she
caught the faint scent of lavender.

They were all heading toward outpost. Whatever they
were, and what their purpose was, the soldiers would have to deal
with them. She had the Valgar to contend with. She couldn’t let
herself become distracted again.

Kile turned her attention back to the black smudge,
but it was gone, and so were all the other life forces. The
landscape was unnaturally barren and dark. The shadows began to
close in on her. The Maligar had found her. She wasn’t exactly
trying to hide from it. Unfortunately, it never occurred to her, it
would try to defend itself.

The sticky black strands of the Maligar reached out,
wrapping themselves around her and entangling her. There was no
place she could go, no place she could hide. She tried to break
free, but it was no use, they were pulling her toward the darkness,
pulling her toward the laughter, and away from her own reality.

The more she resisted, the more tangled she became.
The Maligar was too strong for her here. She got careless. She
somehow wandered into its domain, if that was even possible. She
could feel her grasp on her sanity, slipping away. She needed to
protect her identity, to regain connection to reality. Reaching out
to the dogs, which surrounded the wagon, she found only silence.
There was an empty void where their minds once existed. She lost
her anchor, her safety net. Something was happening back in Moran,
and she was helpless to stop it. She reached out for anything she
could connect with, but there was nothing, or almost nothing.

-Kile-

“Vesper?”

The voice was soft, barely above a whisper, but it
was enough. As long as she could hold on to it, as long as she
could keep remembering who she was, she couldn’t be absorbed into
the darkness completely. It was one tether, one line which kept her
grounded in reality, until the second voice came.

-Don’t you dare leave me here alone with these damn
vir.-

Grim’s voice was so powerful she almost laughed out
loud, and she probably did, but the sound fell into the
darkness.

Then the other voices came, the ones she didn’t
realize she connected to. The rats in Moran, the red shouldered
hawks, the black hoofed deer, the ravens, the badgers, the black
fox, the squirrels, even the sleeping possum, which was now wide
awake. She felt them, she heard them, and now she was connected to
them. Finally the dogs returned. She wasn’t sure where they ran off
to, but she was glad they came back. With so many lines, so many
connections, she was able to pull herself free of the Maligar,
snapping back into her own mind.

Her psyche was stretched thin and her head was
spinning as her identity came crashing down on her. She barely
opened her eyes, when the wagon she was lying in was struck from
the side and the sound of battle rang in her ears.

“About time you woke up, Hunter.”

Kile quickly sat up, which was a mistake as the
world began to spin and she had close her eyes for a moment, until
it stopped.

“Do you always sleep in the middle of a battle?” The
woman asked.

She was standing beside the wagon with her sword
drawn. She seemed out of breath. Her hair may have been longer and
her clothes a bit tattered, but there was no mistaken who she
was.

“When did you get here? How did you get here?” Kile
ask

Turning, Erin looked at her.

“I may not do it much, but I can still wind-run with
the best of them,” she said, jumping up onto the wagon. She
extended a hand to Kile, who was at first reluctant to accept it,
for fear this was some kind of illusion.

“You found her.”

A young man called out, running up to the wagon’s
side.

“Steele, is that you?” Kile asked.

“The one and only,” Steele said with that same
flirtatious grin. “We heard you might need a hand.”

“We, who’s we?” she asked.

“I’m afraid there are only six of us at the moment.”
Erin replied. “But the rest aren’t far behind.”

“We weren’t even sure if we could get past the
valrik, even with our Edge.” Steele added. “We only managed to slip
through when those funny dogs turned on one another.”

“Heads up guys. Second wave coming in.” A young man
called out from behind Steele. He had short blonde hair sticking
out from under a bandage which was tightly wrapped around his head.
He looked at Kile and smiled.

“Long time, no see,” he added.

“I know you?” she asked.

“You should. We were at the Academy together,
although… I can understand why you wouldn’t want to remember me. I
kind of gave you a hard time.”

“Lionora.”

“Figures you’d remember my horse’s name before
mine,” He laughed

“I’m sorry. It’s just that…”

“No time for reminiscing.” Erin said, stepping
between them. “We have to hold off the valrik, give Captain Jax
time to clean up the eastern gate so Folkstaff can get
through.”

Kile jumped down from the wagon. Steele gabbed her
when she stumbled.

“You sure you’re all right?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure. It usually takes a few moments to
get my bearings.”

“Okay, but… what about your eyes?”

“What about my eyes?”

“They’re, well… a bit… scary looking.”

“Oh, are they still stuck? I thought I got that
cleared up.” She replied “Nothing I can do about it at the
moment.”

Kile looked around the field and was a bit unnerved
by what she discovered. Twelve hounds of Moran, and six Callor
soldiers, lay dead beside the wagon. There were also several valrik
and three reptilian wolves. It would appear the valrik sought her
out and the dogs defended her with their lives. Did she actually
cause that much of a disturbance with her Edge, they felt the need
to stop her? She knelt down beside one of the dogs, stroking it
gently.

It just didn’t seem fair. War didn’t seem fair. The
dogs never wanted this war, it wasn’t their fight, and yet they
were willing to die to defend her. Did the valrik want this war?
They seem to blindly follow their leader into battle with no real
thought of their own safety. The men of Moran certainly didn’t want
this war. It came to their front door uninvited.

“There’s no time for that, Kile.” Erin said, placing
a hand on her shoulder.

No, there’s never enough time, she thought.
Everything was moving so fast and the fallen seemed to get left
behind. She fell into her Edge and felt Grim’s presence. He was
never too far away. The heavy clopping of his platter sized hoofs
on the stone walk told her exactly where he was.

“Come on Grim, this isn’t over.” She said, getting
to her feet.

Laying her hand upon his side, she felt surprisingly
refreshed. He was her strength and she would need him now more than
ever.

Climbing up onto his back, she drew the Lann from
his harness, her hands tightened over the well-worn grip. Closing
her eyes, she fell back into her Edge. She could feel the ravens,
they were still here with her, as were the red shouldered eagles,
who watched from the cliff face, and the dogs, who were still
fighting alongside the men of Moran.

She felt surprisingly calm at the moment when Bakara
came to her, gently landed on her shoulder. He showed her a view of
the battlefield, which no other soldier could see, and through his
vision, she searched for the source of the war.

If vir didn’t want the war, and the valrik didn’t
want the war, and surely the dogs had no interest in any war, then
who did?

“Vadokk.”

“Who, or what is a Vadokk?” Steele asked.

“Vadokk is leading the valrik forces,” Kile replied.
“We remove him, and we may have a chance of breaking this
siege.”

“Forgive me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that easier said
than done?” Larks asked. “We have no idea where he is, and even if
we did, we couldn’t get to him.”

“I know where he is,” Kile said with a grin.

“Kile… what are you planning on doing?” Erin
asked.

“I’m planning on finishing this. I’m planning on
taking the battle to Vadokk.”

“That’s madness,” Steele added. “Wait for
reinforcements.”

They made sense, but she wasn’t listening to them.
She just wanted this to end, and to end now.

“What do you think Grim? You want to wait for
reinforcements, or are you ready for one more ride?”

-Oh… why not?-

Grim replied in that unapologetic attitude he always
seemed to possess under pressure.

Mountain Ponies don’t run, unless they want to, and
it would appear Grim wanted to end this just as much as Kile did.
He picked up speed, and it wasn’t long before he was running flat
out to where the Callor forces held back the valrik line.

The men of Moran quickly moved out of his way. They
were all too familiar with Grim by now. Nobody stood in the path of
a charging mountain pony, not if they wanted to live. Grim
navigated the corridor left open by the men, a direct path to the
barricade which was even now being overrun by the valrik forces.
The dogs fell in with the pony while the ravens, and the hawks,
took to the sky. Kile couldn’t help but wonder what Alex would have
made of this spectacle. He may have made the prediction in jest,
but now it was all too real. The soldiers stared in awe when she
passed. This would not go unnoticed, she thought. If anything, it
would only add to the Legend of the Wild Hunter.

Steele, using his Edge, quickly overtook Grim. At
first, she thought the Hunter was going to try to stop them, but he
hit the front line with an audible pop. It sounded like a cork
being pulled from a bottle, only much louder. The valrik were
thrown from the barricade by some unseen force, leaving a breach in
the front line. Some mystic art of the air, Kile thought as she and
Grim aimed for the opening.

Those valrik, who were fortunate enough not to get
trampled by the mountain pony, were either taken out by the pack of
dogs which followed, or kept at bay by birds. All she had to do was
keep her head down and let Grim take her to where she needed to go.
Of course, once she was there, she wasn’t really sure what she was
going to do.

It didn’t take her long to find Vadokk, but then,
she knew exactly where he would be. He wasn’t the type of leader
who stayed behind and let his forces have all the fun. He enjoyed
the carnage too much. The closer he was to the battle, the more
control he had.

He was definitely one of the largest, ugliest,
valrik she ever saw, but thankfully, not as large as a brunrik. He
had the same gray complexion, like wet stone, but his stature was
closer to that of a vir than of the Uhyre. He was riding on the
back of a saladogs, and was decked out in some form of crude armor.
It looked as if it had been slapped together from a variety of
different sources, but the one piece she recognized was the helmet
perched upon his oblong head. It once belonged to Sergeant
Wargner.

She never really liked the man, and she knew the
feeling was mutual. He was a narrow- minded, chauvinistic, foolish
vir. She would even go as far as to say his action led to the
demise of Perha Squad, but none of that mattered now. Seeing his
helmet upon the head of Vadokk was unacceptable.

She could feel the fire burning within her, her
feral side was rising, taking over, and this time, she didn’t try
to stop it, instead, she embraced it. She let it wash over her,
consume her, she felt more alive and more aware at that moment than
she had at any other time in her life. Every feeling seemed to be
amplified and yet it didn’t overpower her. She felt the cold air
pass over her skin, the warmth of the mountain pony beneath her,
and the soft worn leather of the blade in her hand. She could smell
the burning of wood and the sharp metallic scent of blood. She
could hear the sounds of battle and even taste the acrid smoke in
the air. Even though she was focused on Vadokk, she was completely
aware of everything going on around her.

Vadokk, upon seeing her, raised his axe and then
slowly leveled it, in her direction. It was an unspoken challenge,
one she was willing to accept. It didn’t take long before the short
legged saladog was charging toward them at an incredible speed.
Kile tightened her hold on the Lann as Vadokk stood up in his
saddle, gripping the axe in both hands. For one brief moment, it
felt as if the war stopped to witness the collision, because that’s
what it was, a collision. Kile attempted to steer left and pass
Vadokk on his right side, giving her one good shot at taking the
helmet right off his head, and possibly his head along with it.
Whether it was Vadokk’s plan to swing left, into her path, or
Grim’s decision just to run over the valrik and his saladog, she
wasn’t sure. The next thing she knew, she was sailing through the
air with no horse beneath her.

She hit the ground hard, landing on her right
shoulder, the same shoulder Sumsor treated less than a week ago. A
sudden blast of pain knocked the feral side right out of her as she
staggered to get to her feet. Her right arm was numb, down to her
fingers, and she could no longer hold her blade. She was forced to
shift it to her left hand. She turned to survey the aftermath.
Vadokk was also slow to get to his feet. His new helmet spun around
on his head, and was now dented on one side. He was having a hard
time, turning it back around so he could see his opponent.
Eventually he pulled it off and discarded it altogether. The
saladog received the worst of it. One platter sized hoof to its
skull was the last thing the creature saw or felt. Grim was nowhere
to be seen and the valrik forces were beginning to tighten the
circle around them. Even if she won this battle, which didn’t seem
very likely, she had no way out.

Vadokk shouted something to her, or it could have
been at her, but since she didn’t understand the guttural tongue of
the valrik, it made very little difference. He hoisted his axe in
the air and ran at her. She knew this wasn’t going to be an easy
battle. She would have to stay on his left side and keep him
turning. As long as he was moving, he wouldn’t be able to set his
footing. If she stopped, if she gave him the opportunity, one swing
from his axe would be the last thing she would ever see.

Vadokk came at her with a two handed overhead
attack. It would appear the valrik learned their fighting skills
from the same books the vir used. She knew she couldn’t block it,
that would have been pointless, and rather painful, so she out
maneuvered him. Sliding past him, she countered with a clean shot
to his left side, but his ill-fitting armor proved too strong. He
recovered quickly, too quickly, as he leveled off the battle axe
and swung at her. She was forced to drop under the swing and roll.
Although she managed to save her head from being separated from her
body, she temporarily lost sight of him. It should have been a
costly mistake. There was a loud crack, followed by a heavy thud
and what sounded like a roar from the crowd. Quickly spinning
around she brought her blade across to defend herself from Vadokk’s
attack, but he was no longer there. Only an ill-tempered mountain
pony stood before her.

“Where’d he go?” she asked Grim.

- He had to leave. –

Grim said, motioning to the far wall, where the
valrik lay in a crumpled heap.

- I was aiming for the window… but I missed.-

“I did have him, you know.”

- Yes, it looked like it. I wouldn’t worry too much.
You’ll have plenty of opportunities to prove it.-

Well, that was true enough, Kile thought as she
turned to face the valrik army. She was behind their lines, too far
away for help to reach her in time.

- You better get on, they don’t look too happy.-

“You were the one who kicked their leader into a
wall.”

- It seemed like the proper thing to do at the
time.-

She never thought of horses having violent
tendencies until she met Grim.

Kile tried to get onto the pony’s back, but with
only one working arm it was rather difficult. Grim was forced to
get lower to the ground to help her.

“They're still not coming after us,” she said when
Grim got to his feet. “What are they waiting for?”

- What do you care, let’s just get out of here.-

“What, you mean retreat? We have the advantage.”

- Let's not think of it as retreating, let's think
of it as advancing in the opposite direction.-

“I don’t think that’s going to work this time,
Grim,” she said, looking behind her. The valrik had them
surrounded.

-So, what’s the plan now?-

“I’m open to suggestions.”

-I only have one.-

Grim lowered his head and Kile felt the muscles
tense in the pony’s back. It was obvious what he was planning. They
successfully ran the gauntlet once, but a return trip was not
looking too promising. The valrik had no intention of letting her
or Grim get through again. Grim charged, the valrik closed ranks,
but before they even reached the line, there was a fiery
explosion.

At first, she thought this was some new Uhyre
weapon, some surprise they had in store for her, but the valrik
looked as confused as she was. She probably should have seized the
moment of uncertainty, but charging toward an explosion was not on
her list of survival tactics.

There was a loud pop, off to her right, along the
ruins of Moran. All she could see were valrik flying through the
air in all directions. Something streaked out from the gap which
was created and flew past her. She was just turning to see what it
was, when a large section of the stone road was torn from the
ground and began to rise in the air. This wasn’t possible, she
thought. It hovered for a moment, before it was dropped within the
enemy’s midst.

“What was that?” she shouted.

“That would be the stone brigade.”

Kile spun around to see Steele leaning over the
crumpled body of Vadokk. She should have known the pop was him. She
saw him use his Edge to clear the barricade for her.

“You may want to get out of the way,” He said,
pointing to the valrik line, which was now moving, but it wasn’t
advancing, it wasn’t even moving in her direction. They appeared to
be retreating. Dropping their shields and swords, they ran back to
the western gate. A distant rumbling filled the air and Kile could
feel the old stone road vibrating beneath her.

Grim quickly moved to one side as the valrik fled
past. The sound pursuing them was deafening. Men on horseback were
closing in behind them. Any valrik who were too slow were cut down
by the flash of swords or trampled beneath the hoofs of horses.

“That would be the King’s army,” Steele said,
answering her unasked question. “I did say reinforcements were on
their way.”

“What exactly is a stone brigade?” She asked,
watching another section of the road slowly rise into the air.

“Oh, that,” Steele said with a dismissive wave of
his hand. “That’s just a bunch of Hunters showing off. A few
Hunters found a way to combine their Edges. It was fairly effective
in retaking Norfrom. They started calling themselves the stone
brigade after that.”

“Since when did Hunters start combining their
Edges?” she asked.

“They do, when one of their own is in danger.”

She watched the stone road hover for a moment before
falling into the middle of a group of fleeing valrik. For some
reason, it just didn’t feel right.

“So it’s over?” She asked. This was a little
anti-climactic for her first, and hopefully only, war, not that she
was complaining.

“Hardly,” Steele replied. “We may have prevented the
valrik from linking up with the Callor forces, but it’s far from
over.”

“So, what happens now?”

“What happens now is we get a bit of a reprieve
before we head back to the front lines. The war is still on in
Blackmoore and Sofland, and Denal is still occupied. The valrik may
have lost this battle and one of their commanders, but they aren’t
likely to give up quietly.”

“What of Callor? What about Lord Rimes?”

“Callor is now under the authority of Lord Bollen
and Lord Rimes has been taken into custody. He will answer for his
crimes to the High King, but you’ll learn all about it at the
debriefing.”

“Debriefing?”

“I wouldn’t worry about it just yet,” Steele
laughed. “There is still work to be done here, before this can be
called a victory.”

“As long as my part in this is over, I don’t care
what you call it,” she said, watching the King’s Command, fill the
street. There weren’t nearly as many as she thought, with all the
noise they made. They only numbered about two hundred horsemen.

“It seems strange the valrik would break and run so
quickly,” she remarked.

“Not so strange,” a familiar voice retorted. She
instantly recognized the man and knew he was one of the few people
who could still sneak up on her.

“Master Folkstaff.”

“Hunter Veller, it is good to see you are still
among the living.” He said, tipping his hat to her.

He was accompanied by three other men whom she had
never seen before. Their colors were not of the King’s Command, but
those of the Callor province. Two of the men were wearing full
field armor and their faces were hidden by helmets. They stayed
back while the third man rode forward. He was tall and rather rigid
in the saddle. Good looking, as far as Callor men go, with his
square chin, short black hair and dark eyes. He must have been
somebody special, although Kile had no idea who he was. She
probably should have saluted him, but lifting her right arm was
just too much of an effort.

“So, this is the Hunter Veller.” He said.

His voice was soft, but it carried with it quite a
bit of authority.

“Yes, sir,” Folkstaff answered with a slight nod.
“This is Certified Level Three Hunter, Kile Veller.”

“I see,” The dark haired man replied. He had a grim
expression. “Captain Jax informed me, you are responsible for most
of this.”

“I knew it.” Kile shouted. “I knew he would find a
way to blame me for this. It was not my fault. Sure, I may have
suggested the outpost be dropped, but he had as much say in the
decision as I did, more so, because he was the one who actually
knew how to do it.”

The dark haired man stared at her with a look of
confusion, then he started to laugh.

“I see what you mean,” he said, turning to
Folkstaff. “The title the men have given her would appear to be
very appropriate.”

“You have no idea, sir.” Folkstaff replied.

“What are they calling me?” Kile asked.

“It would appear you are known as the Wild Hunter,”
he said.

Wonderful. That title is going to stick around for
some time, she thought.

“Kile, I don’t think Lord Bollen meant any
disrespect.” Steele said, stepping forward.

“Of course not,” The dark haired man laughed again.
“I have only the deepest respect for such a great soldier and an
even greater Hunter.”

If that was true, why did he sound so
condescending?

Kile slowly looked the man over. She even went as
far as to get his scent. A mixture of wine, steel and… was that
chicken?

“So, you’re Lord Bollen,” Kile said, she wasn’t
really impressed.

Folkstaff placed his hand on the man’s arm to get
his attention. “We should probably be going, sir,” he said, but it
would appear Lord Bollen had no interest of going anywhere, just
yet.

“Yes, I am Lord Victor Bollen of Callor,” he replied
with a stiff bow.

“So, what’s the big idea of having that second
cousin of yours… it is your second cousin isn’t it? Whoever Rimes
is to you, don’t you have any control over him? You must have seen
this coming, I mean, it’s not like it’s completely out of
character. That whole family seems to be screwed up in some manner.
Sorry, I don’t know you or yours, so your side of the family might
not be as screwed up as his are…”

“Kile,” Steele hissed, yanking on her pant leg and
whispering behind his hand. “This is Lord Bollen as in Lord of the
Callor Province.”

“Yeah, I know,” she replied.

“Then you should know, you don’t talk to a Lord that
way.”

“Oh, sorry… what I should have said is, your side of
the family might not be as screwed up as his are, your
Lordship.”

“Oh, you are so getting arrested,” Steele mumbled
under his breath.

“No, actually she’s quite right,” Lord Bollen
replied. “I should have known, and maybe I did. I have no excuse
for my cousin’s behavior. I can only hope his imprisonment has, in
some way, made up for his offenses.”

“I’m sure your Lordship did everything he could,”
Folkstaff added.

“Maybe, although, I fear I have a long way to go
before I can remove this blemish from my family tree,” Lord Bollen
replied. He looked genuinely remorseful. “His lands and his title
have been stripped from him, so his son, wherever he may be, is no
longer afforded the privileges of the house of Rimes. He is the
last of that line.”

“Eric is with his uncle in the wastelands,” Kile
said. She figured everyone should have known that by now.

“His uncle?”

“Second uncle, great aunt, third cousin, whichever.
You know the guy, Jonland Waltair. Although, now he goes by the
name of Ravenshadow, for some reason.”

“I don’t think this is the appropriate time, Hunter
Veller.” Folkstaff replied, his voice dropping to a more serious
level.

“What? He didn’t know?” she asked.

“I knew,” Lord Bollen replied. “I was not aware you
did. It is not common knowledge. How is it you know of this, and of
Eric Rimes location?”

Kile looked between Folkstaff and Lord Bollen.
Neither looked very happy at the moment.

“Please, I’ve been to his house,” she replied
dismissively.

“I don’t think this is the best place to be
discussing these matters.” Folkstaff said again. He looked around
at the other soldiers, but nobody appeared to be very interested in
what they were talking about anyway. “Perhaps I should take Hunter
Veller to the infirmary,” he added. Kile could tell, by the tone of
his voice, it wasn’t a suggestion.

“Yes, of course.” Lord Bollen replied. “But I would
like to speak more on this, if I may, Hunter Veller.”

“Sure thing, as long as you get to me before I
desert,” she replied.

Folkstaff led her away from Lord Bollen and down the
Cliff Road. They rode among the men who had the grim task of
collecting the dead. So many, for nothing, she thought.

“It would appear Master Adams may have to give you a
refresher course on speaking with royalty.” Folkstaff said when
they were far enough away.

“Sorry sir, but all this secrecy, and for what?
These men risked their lives and died here without even knowing
why. All they knew was, the Lord, they were working for, turned
against the crown, and suddenly they’re enemies of the realm.”

“Yes, that is the way of things,” Folkstaff replied.
“But regardless of how you feel, Lord Bollen is an honorable man
and is deserving of some respect.”

“I suppose,” She said with little conviction. “But
it would seem so much easier if the lords and the kings fought
among themselves and left people like Tullner to his farm, or
Sandson to his store, instead of dragging everybody into it. I
don’t even think the valrik wanted to be here.”

“If only it was that simple.”

Kile rode in silence through the remains of the
battlefield as they passed the dead who were laid out along the
side of the road. Some of the fallen had tattered pieces of cloth
or blankets draped over their faces, but most did not. She could
almost believe they were sleeping, although she knew that to be
naive. Slowing down, she looked at each face and tried to remember
if she had seen them before or if she had even spoken to them.
These men were given a chance to leave Moran and yet they stayed.
And this was their reward.

Stopping Grim, she dismounted when she found Emlyed,
sleeping alongside the others. She rode with this man out of Base
Camp Reilly and through the Denal province. He came to her aid when
she needed the gates open to save Alex, and yet she knew nothing
about him. They said he was a convict given the option of the
gallows or the battlefield. Has he paid for his crimes this
day?

Beside Emlyed was another member of Perha Squad.
Although a thick woolen blanket covered his face, it couldn’t hide
his identity. She knew before she removed, it was Private Ustar. He
was of the Toreen out of Balaa. She had briefly traveled with the
Toreen who worked for the Undack Merchant Line. They were a kind,
fun loving, carefree people, and cared very little for war or
politics. How was it a child of the Toreen ended up here, so far
away from home?

She was grateful to see the hounds were also being
laid out alongside the soldiers. All of these, she knew by name. So
many died here and they never really knew why, and the war still
goes on.

“We should go now, Kile,” Folkstaff said.

“Why did they retreat so quickly?” she asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“The valrik. You said you weren’t surprised they
retreated so quickly, even though they outnumbered us.”

“The death of their commander for one. They have a
very simple command structure. Once the head is cut off, the body
dies. There is no one to take its place. There was no reason for
them to continue.”

“It’s more than that though,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t think they want to fight any more than we
do.”
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Kile was sick of seeing the inside of hospitals.
Although, this one was far from what she was used to. The building
survived the destruction of Moran, but just barely. One of the
walls lay in a crumpled heap of stone and debris and the roof
didn’t fare much better. From where she was lying, she could see
the stars in the night sky through the holes between the rafters.
Instead of beds, the wounded were lined up along the wall, much
like the dead were laid out in the streets. The only real
difference was the wounded were lying on their blankets, not under
them.

The room had the strong smell of fresh herbs,
antiseptic cloth and a variety of different medicines, but there
was one overpowering odor which hung in the air. She didn’t like to
think about it, or to give it a name, but she knew what it was. The
smell was becoming all too familiar. The dogs knew what it was.
They called it the Lasting although she wasn’t sure why. She knew
it had something to do with the whole cycle of life thing Gorum
tried to explain to her, and it was possible she somehow
misinterpreted the word, but it still came down to this: she was
smelling death. It was as though there was a physical presence in
the room with them, moving from one man to the next, picking and
choosing who it would take and who it would spare. Each time it
made a selection the smell would suddenly grow stronger, but only
for a moment. It was almost as if a door to some unknown world was
briefly opened, and foul air would seep through before it could be
closed again.

The sounds of the infirmary were no better as she
lay there listening to the wounded. She could hear them, each
distinct voice moaning in pain. One of the voices would go silent,
and the smell would grow stronger. Another one had been chosen. If
she stayed here any longer, she would probably go mad.

Slowly getting to her feet, she braced herself
against the wall. Her leg was stiff. It was either from the wound
she received, or because she had been sitting on the cold stone
floor for more than six hours. She stumbled toward the door. She
had to get outside, she needed to get outside, and she almost made
it.

“Where do you think you’re going?” the nonay
hissed.

They appeared with the King’s Command. A whole
gaggle of them arrived with his support groups. They set up the
infirmary as well as the mess hall and bathing facilities.

“Out for a breath of fresh air,” Kile replied,
trying for the door again. If only her leg would obey, she could
easily outrun the old woman.

“You will do no such thing. The air is fresh enough
in here,” the nonay replied. She was a rather large woman with the
face of a horse. She would have served better on the front line,
battling the valrik, than a lending aid to the wounded.

“That’s rather a matter of opinion,” Kile
replied.

“You will return to your bed and wait for the healer
to arrive.”

Well, if she actually had a bed, she might return to
it, but a blanket on the floor can hardly be called a bed.

“Look, I’ve got to get out of here, now,” Kile
pleaded.

“Bed,” the nonay said, pointing to the blanket.

“Please, you don’t understand.”

“Bed.”

“It’s all right, Beth, I’ll take care of it,” came
the voice from the doorway.

“If you say so, sir,” the horse faced woman replied,
although she didn’t appear to be very happy at having her authority
challenged.

Kile turned to the man standing between her and the
wild.

“Daniel?”

“Long time no see,” he said, stepping into the room.
“I figured if anyone was causing trouble at this time of night, it
had to be you. You really should listen to Beth and get back to
bed.”

“I can’t, Danny. You know I can’t stay in here.”

Daniel looked at her for a moment, and then slowly
nodded. “Yeah, I know,” He said with a sigh. “Come on then, let’s
get you out of here.”

He placed his arm around her and led her out of the
infirmary. The more distance she put between her and that building,
the better she felt. Just breathing the night air was enough for
her. It was clear with just a hint of a chill. Summer was nearing
an end and the autumn weather would soon be upon them. The growing
concern now, among the soldiers, was the harvest season. Most of
these young men would have been on their farms preparing for the
year's end, if they had not been dragged into the war.

“Feeling any better?” He asked, leading her over to
the stone wall.

“Yes, thank you,” She replied. “So when did you get
here and why haven’t I seen you earlier?”

“I saw you. How do you think your arm healed so
quickly?”

Kile reached for her shoulder. She hadn’t realized
the pain in her arm was gone, because she was so focused on the
pain in her leg.

Daniel laughed. “I came in with the support group,
but you were asleep at the time. Actually, this is the first free
moment I’ve had,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

“Is it bad?” She asked.

“Is it ever good?”

“Yeah, but you can help them. I mean, that is your
Edge.”

“I wish it was that easy.” Daniel replied, getting
to his feet. “I can’t seem to help any of them.”

“I don’t understand.”

“My Edge has its limits,” He replied. “The more I
use it the more drained I become, and then I’m no use to anyone.
Sure, I can heal the small wounds; the broken bones, the
lacerations, they’re not a problem. But if I focus only on the
minor injuries, I can’t help those who really need it. And even
after using all my arts and everything I learned in Littenbeck, I
can’t save them all.”

“Sorry. I guess all our Edges have limitations.”

“We never had a chance to find out, back at the
Academy.”

“There were a lot of things the Academy failed to
teach us.” Kile replied. She tried bending her leg, but it was just
too stiff.

“Here, let me help you with that.” Daniel said,
kneeling down beside her.

“No, you’re tired. I’ll be fine. You should probably
get some rest.”

“If I can do nothing else this day, the least I can
do is see that my friend is not in pain,” he said, and laid his
hands upon her leg.

Kile could smell the change in the air while Daniel
worked his arts. She could only describe it as the smell of a
spring day after a heavy rain. She was getting better at detecting
the different arts by their smells, although, she hadn’t told
anyone about it. If people found it odd she could communicate with
the natural world, what would they say if she told them she could
smell magic? She wasn’t even sure if she believed it herself.

She watched while strands of blue light spread out
from his fingers and slowly wound their way around her leg. That
was something else no one else could do-- see magic. And she could
feel its effects as it warmed her leg and healed the wounded flesh.
Within moments the pain was completely gone.

“There you go,” he said, slowly getting to his feet.
He wobbled a bit before taking a seat beside her on the wall.

“Thank you, but you should really rest,” she told
him.

“I’ll be okay in a moment,” he assured her.

“You don’t look okay, you look a bit pale.”

“I’m fine.”

“Yeah, you keep telling yourself that.”

They sat for a while in silence, staring up at the
stars. It was the first real moment of peace she had in some time.
She was beginning to feel normal again.

Daniel started laughing. “Oh, by the way,” he said.
“You may want to know. Alex has a whole repertoire of new stories
he’s been telling in the Forthbar Hospital, and most of them are
about the Wild Hunter.”

So much for that moment of peace.

“He is so dead,” she replied.

“Actually, they’re pretty entertaining. I’ve sat
through a few of them myself, when I had the time. Have you seen
his work lately? It’s quite impressive.”

“How is he otherwise?” she asked.

“You know Alex. Nothing ever gets him down. The guy
nearly gets torn asunder, and loses an eye, but he’s as cheerful as
ever. Did you know he’s been talking about quitting the Guild?”

“I don’t think he has much of a choice,” Kile
replied. “Is there anything you can do for him?”

“No, the damage was already done. Maybe, if I had
gotten to him sooner I might have been able to do something, but it
looked pretty bad.”

“It was,” she assured him.

“Our survival group isn’t surviving very well,”
Daniel said with a shrug. “With Murphy dead, Carter missing and
Alex injured, that just leaves you and me.”

“That just leaves you,” she replied.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean… I think I’m losing my sanity.”

Daniel started to laugh, but quickly stopped when
Kile didn’t join him.

“You’re serious.” he said.

“I don’t know. It’s just that…”

Kile never got the chance to tell Daniel what she
was feeling. A loud shriek from the far side of the compound ended
their conversation.

“That came from the mess hall.” Daniel said, jumping
to his feet, but Kile was already half way across the compound. For
some reason, she was driven by an urgency she couldn’t explain.

The mess hall was just another one of the few
buildings on the eastern side of the outpost which survived the
collapse. It was once an old warehouse, but a few crudely made
tables and a bar quickly converted it into a dining hall, although
pub would be a better description. Soldiers from the Callor forces,
as well as those from the King’s Command, tried to escape their
memories of the war at the bottom of a glass. The nonays served
food, or what barely passed as food, to those who were willing to
eat it. The place was fairly active, even this late at night, but
it wasn’t the food or the spirits which had the hall in an uproar.
It was what came looking for the food.

Reaching the door to the mess hall, Kile saw
soldiers, standing around watching, what could only be described
as, an impromptu floor show. They were laughing, drinking and
pointing at three women armed with brooms who were in the process
of chasing something around the floor.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“It's just the nonays,” a young soldier laughed,
nearly spilling his drink. “Some rodents got into the food supplies
and now they’re all up in arms.”

Rats would never be so bold as to enter a crowded
room, seeking food, she thought. She started pushing her way
through the crowd. There had to be something more to it. Were these
the same rats she sent to disable the catapult? If they were, they
didn’t deserve this kind of treatment.

When physical force didn’t look as if it was going
to work, she climbed up onto one of the tables to get a better
look. It was no more than an old wooden door set up on two barrels,
but it allowed her to see over the heads of the soldiers. What she
saw was not what she expected. It wasn’t a rat the nonays cornered,
it was a yarrow.

“Vesper!” she cried, grabbing the soldier in front
of her and vaulting over his head. The young man fell forward and
took two more soldiers down with him. As all four of them hit the
floor, Kile managed to land on her feet. She sprang forward,
grabbing the yarrow when it ran toward her and got a broom upside
the head for her troubles. This only resulted in the spectators
laughing even louder.

“What the hell is your problem, kid?” one soldier
shouted, getting to his feet. “You spilled my drink.”

“Get that dirty thing out of here,” the nonay
yelled. She was brandishing her broom like a quarterstaff and
struck Kile again.

Vesper wasn’t helping. He was too busy seeking
refuge in Kile’s shirt. It only made getting things under control
that much harder.

“What the hell is that kid doing in here anyhow?” A
man in the back of the room yelled.

“Mind your tongue, that’s my commanding
officer.”

Kile recognized Anurr of Perha Squad. Anurr could be
quick tempered, but even he wouldn’t be foolish enough to start a
fight over this.

“Commanding officer,” the man yelled back “Are you
saying you were led by a little girl?”

Laughter erupted from the crowd, followed by the
unmistakable sound of a fist hitting someone’s jaw. That was all it
took to get the party started. Before Kile could do, or say
anything, fists, chairs and any other piece of furniture in easy
reach, were flying through the air. She quickly scrambled over the
bar as a large crate shattered against the wall behind her.

-Kile mad?-

Vesper asked from inside her shirt.

“You did not just ask me that right now, did
you?”

A chair sailed over the counter, followed closely by
a member of the King’s Command. This was starting to get ugly. Her
only means of escape was the door on the opposite side of the room.
All she had to do was try to get past thirty or forty drunken
brawlers.

She moved around one side of the bar when three men,
locked in combat, took out the counter, as well as most of the
bottles on the wall. Kile ducked into one of the crates when
everything came crashing down. The smell of liquor, vomit and
sweat, along with the unending noise, was too much. She covered her
ears and tried to block it out, but it was no use. Her senses were
on overload and her head was beginning to throb, if it didn’t stop
soon she would go insane. It was becoming harder and harder to
concentrate. Her heart was pounding in her chest and she was
finding it difficult to breathe. She could already smell their
blood and she wanted it, she craved it and it scared her. This
wasn’t her. Why was this happening?

The sound of a wall, being torn down, followed by a
chorus of dogs growling, silenced the room. When she was sure she
wasn’t struck deaf, she carefully looked around the edge of the
crate, and stared up at a mountain pony, who was now standing in
the middle of the mess hall.

-What do you think you’re doing?-

Grim asked.

Getting to her feet, Kile surveyed the room. The
damage the drunken brawl did was nothing compared to the large hole
in the side of the wall created by the mountain pony. Six Callor
hounds surrounded her, and were holding the soldiers at bay, but it
wasn’t the dogs, or the horse, the men were staring at.

“I think it’s time to go,” she told Grim, covering
her face and heading for the new exit.

She didn’t look at the soldiers. She couldn’t. She
knew what she would see.

“Damn it, Kile, what the hell…” Jax shouted,
climbing through the hole. He stopped when he saw her.

“It’s all right,” she assured him.

“No… it’s not. Kile, what… happened?”

“It’s nothing,” She said, and pushed past him.

Once outside, under the sky, it was a little better,
but it didn’t help to relieve her anxiety. Every nerve in her body
was on fire. Every instinct told her to run, to get as far away
from the vir as she could. They didn’t want her, they feared her,
and she couldn’t blame them. Somewhere, deep inside, she knew she
had, for one brief moment, fallen off that line. The fine line she
walked, which divided the wild natural world from the civilized
mortal one. Usually, when she slipped, she’d land on the mortal
side, the civilized side, and became a vir once again. This time it
was different. She completely lost herself for no apparent reason,
and she feared the thoughts which ran through her mind when she
did.

“Hey, Kile, you alright?”

She spun around at the touch of a hand on her
shoulder and stared at the young vir who stood behind her.

Who was he?

“Kile. It’s me… Danny.”

Of course it was. It took her a moment to calm down
enough to recognize him. How could she forget Daniel?

“Are you all right?” he asked again.

“Yeah… yeah, I’m all right,” she lied.

-Kile mad?-

Vesper asked.

She had forgotten he was still hiding in her shirt.
The sound of his voice in her head pushed out the last of the dark
thoughts and she was able to think clearly once again. He was an
anchor, one she took for granted. She reached into her shirt and
pulled him out.

“No, I’m not mad,” She laughed upon seeing him. “I
thought I lost you. Where have you been, what happen to you?”

-Building fell.-

He was always one to state the obvious, but in those
simple words she saw the kastelya come crashing down around him. He
chewed through the rope which secured the keystone and was caught
in the collapse. It was only due to his speed, agility, and in no
small part, to his size, that he was able to avoid being crushed
altogether. In short, he rode the outpost down. Of course, being a
yarrow, once he was safe, his first instinct was to seek out food.
Naturally, it would lead him to the mess hall.

-Oh, wonderful, I see the little fur ball is
back.-

Grim commented, coming up behind them.

“You missed him as much as I did, and don’t deny
it,” she replied.

-Yeah, well, he keeps the top of my head warm.-

“Kile, are you sure you’re okay?” Daniel asked.
There was a note of concern in his voice, which she couldn’t
miss.

“Yeah, why?” she asked.

-Because you wigged out back there and there wasn’t
a saladog in sight.-

Grim answered.

“I did no such thing,” Kile replied.

-Lie to him all you want, you can’t lie to me. I
heard you, child. I know what you saw, what you were thinking.-

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said,
turning her back on the pony.

-Fine, it makes no difference to me, but you might
be interested to know, you got the whole scary eye thing going
again.-

As soon as Grim said the words, Kile got a quick
glimpse of herself through the pony’s eyes. With her dirty face,
tattered clothing and unkempt hair, the eyes only added to the wild
appearance. If she had seen anyone looking half as crazy as she did
now, she would have run in the opposite direction. It was no wonder
the soldiers acted the way they did. She tried to flatten her
tangled hair down with her hands.

-Like that’s going to work.-

Grim snorted.

“You’re not helping,” She shouted, sitting on the
crumbled wall and dropping her head in her hands. She wanted to
cry, but knew it wasn’t going to solve anything.

Daniel sat down beside her. “Kile, what’s going on?”
He asked.

She looked up at him through her fingers.

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m going insane.”

“You are not going insane. You’re just…”

“I’m just what?”

“Having a bad hair day,” he shrugged.

Kile laughed. “I think it’s a bit more than that,”
she said.

It felt good to laugh, but it felt better just to
talk to Daniel. He was the first person she had revealed her Edge
to, even when she didn’t understand it herself.

“Ever since I was on the run last year, I’ve been
feeling myself slipping. I think I’m losing my grasp on
reality.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Daniel said. “Do you
remember, back in Master Adam’s class, when he tried explaining to
us the theory of the three realms?”

“I’ve been thinking about that quite a bit lately,”
she replied.

“I heard it before, back in Procton.” He said.
“Quigley tried to explain it to me, but I never gave it much
credit. I always thought it was some kind of religious mumbo-jumbo.
You know what I mean. The gods live in the divine realm, man lives
in the mortal realm and then there was the realm devoted to nature.
It always seemed like they were trying to explain the
unexplainable. Then you came along, and you are definitely
unexplainable.”

“Thanks.”

“No, I mean it. You are unexplainable. I’ll be the
first to admit, I’m not a historian and I am not a scholar and I am
definitely not lore master, but I don’t recall ever hearing
anything about anyone like you.”

“Is this supposed to make me feel better?” she
asked.

“Is it helping?”

“Not in the slightest,”

“Look, all I’m trying to say is…”

“I know what you’re trying to say. Morgan told me a
long time ago, I don’t fit the mold, I am a miscellaneous, but it
doesn’t help. It only makes it worse.”

“Yes, but maybe it’s not that you’re going insane,
maybe you’re just losing your grip on the mortal realm,” Daniel
replied.

She slowly looked up at him. “And the difference
is?” she asked.

“There’s a big difference. When you’re insane you’re
like… crazy, you’re losing your grip on reality, but if you’re no
longer in the moral realm than… well… you know… you’re not.”

“You have no idea where you’re going with that, do
you?” she asked.

“It sounded better in my head,” he admitted.

“Thanks anyway, but I think Morgan is the only one
who can help me right now.”

“That may be, but Morgan’s locked up in the Tower
with the rest of the mystics. You can’t just go knocking on their
front door and ask to see him.”

“Emara, she should be able to get me in. She is
supposed to be the next Grand Magus or something.”

“And how are you going to get to her?” Daniel
asked.

“Through Alex,” Kile replied. “They were sweet on
each other last year. I seriously doubt if they broke off all
contact.”

“I suppose,” Daniel said, scratching his chin the
way he usually did when he was trying to think. “It shouldn’t be
too difficult to find him either. I mean, he should still be in the
Forthbar Hospital.”

“Now all I have to do is get to Forthbar.”

“Well, the Hunters do have a Guild house there,
which they’ve been working out of. They’ve been using it as a relay
hub during the siege of Norfrom. It shouldn’t be too hard to get
transferred there.”

“Transferred?”

“Well, yeah, Kile. You can’t just up and go to
Norfrom. There is a war going on in case you’ve forgotten. You are
part of the King’s Command.”

“Then how do I go about getting a transfer?” she
asked.

“I suppose you should talk to Master Folkstaff
first.”

Jumping up, Kile headed for the gatehouse, which was
serving as a temporary headquarters, when Daniel grabbed her by the
arm. Yanking herself free, she turned and growled at him, and then
quickly clapped her hands over her mouth. The look in his eyes
matched the fear in hers.

Where did that come from, she wondered?

It wasn’t so much the feral noise she made, which
scared her, although it was bad enough, it was the thoughts in her
head which went along with it.

“I’m… sorry,” she said without taking her hands away
from her mouth.

“I was just going to suggest you calm down a bit
before you go rushing over there.” Daniel replied nervously.

She really scared him this time.

“You’re probably right.” She said, trying to pull
back her tangled hair. “I should probably get cleaned up or
something. What I wouldn’t do for a bath right about now.”

-There’s a watering trough near the stables.-

Grim added.

“I am not bathing in a watering trough,” she
snapped.

- I didn’t say you should. Do you honestly think I
want you bathing in my drinking water? You can at least wash the
filth off your face.-

“Oh, yeah, that’s not a bad idea.”

“What’s not a bad idea?” Daniel asked.

“Grim suggested I use the water trough by the
stables to wash up.”

“I’ll probably never really get used to that. It
always looks like you’re talking to yourself.”

“Like it really matters anymore, I don’t think I can
look any crazier than I feel” Kile said, heading for the
stables.

The stables were not part of the kastelya, so they
were virtually unaffected by the collapse. In fact, it was actually
one of the few structures which still remain intact.

Grim led the way with Vesper riding on his head,
followed closely by Kile. Daniel kept a safe distance. The stable
hands watched them approach, but said nothing. They just stood to
one side when the mountain pony pushed open the gate and entered.
Grim continued to the back of the building where the watering
trough was located. Without hesitating, Kile knelt beside the
trough. She cupped a handful of water and splashed it on her face.
The cold was a welcome relief and did seem to calm her senses down
a bit.

Looking at her reflection in the water, her mind
drifted back to the portrait of Risa Ta’re which once hung in the
great hall. Actually, it never really hung in the great hall. It
was more like it hung in a locked closet under the stairs.
Regardless of where it hung, she was always drawn to the painting
of the long forgotten Hunter. There was something in Risa Ta’re’s
eyes, which held Kile spellbound every time she looked at them. She
often wondered what Risa was thinking, when the portrait was
painted. She had a sad, haunted look on her face, and now Kile was
seeing that same look on the face staring back at her from the
water trough. At least the eyes were normal.

“You all right?” Daniel asked.

She had almost forgotten he was standing behind her.
She ran her hand through the water and watched herself distorted by
the ripples.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” She replied, cupping more water in
her hands and trying to pour it on her head. Her attempts to
flatten down her hair were unsuccessful.

-Just stick your head in the water for crying out
loud.-

Grim snorted.

“No, I don’t want to get that wet,” She replied,
looking around the stall. “All I need is a cup or something.”

-Yeah, like horses use cups at a watering
trough.-

“It doesn’t necessarily have to be a cup,” she
shouted. “That was just an example.”

-Fine, get up. Let me help.-

Getting to her feet, Kile turned to face the
mountain pony. She should have known better.

“What could you possibly…”

Before she could even finish the sentence, the
pony’s head came up, knocking her backwards into the watering
trough. She could hear Grim laughing in her head.

“Kile, you okay?” Daniel cried, running toward
her.

She was completely soaked as she struggled to climb
out of the trough. Daniel tried to help, but he was laughing just
as hard as the pony.

-There, now you don’t have to worry about getting
wet.-

“This was not what I had in mind,” Kile shouted. She
shook herself out, much like a dog would after a similar soaking.
Her hair was now sticking out all over the place. What would Alisa
say if she could see her now?

-You look cleaner.-

Grim remarked.

“You know, there’s a glue factory in Callor, and I
think they’re looking for donations.”

-Kile look funny-

Vesper laughed from his perch on the mountain pony’s
head and she suddenly saw herself through the yarrows eyes. She had
to laugh.

“Do I even have to ask?”

Folkstaff was standing in the yard, alongside
Captain Jax, Lord Bollen and a few of the Lord’s men. This was not
the audience she would have liked.

“Sorry, sir,” She said, standing at attention. “I
was just trying to… clean up, sir.”

“Of course,” Folkstaff replied with a shrug.

Jax laughed. “Funny, Master Folkstaff, you don’t
appear to be too surprised.” He said. “Is this typical
behavior?”

“For her, yes,” Folkstaff replied.

“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?” Kile asked.

“That was quite a show you and your horse put on
back there.” Lord Bollen remarked, stepping forward. He was dressed
in a more fitting outfit, something which better represented his
station. Gone were the trappings of war and in their place he wore
silk and lace. His new attire made him appear less formidable. His
hands were clasped behind his back as he slowly walked around the
mountain pony, looking him over. Kile kept an eye on Grim and hoped
the pony didn’t get one of his wicked ideas.

Lord Bollen suddenly, but cautiously, stepped back.
“It’s a mountain pony, isn’t it?” he asked. From his reaction it
was clear, he knew exactly what a mountain pony was and what a
mountain pony was likely to do, if annoyed.

“Yes, sir,” Kile replied.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of anyone actually
riding one of these,” he said, looking to his men for
conformation.

“It’s not very common, my Lord,” one of the soldiers
replied. “They tend to be too wild.”

“I see,” Lord Bollen nodded. He turned back to Kile.
“How is it that you managed to tame such a beast?” he asked.

Grim didn’t take kindly to being called a beast, or
to the assumption he could be tamed. He made a sudden move toward
Lord Bollen, who didn’t see it, since his back was to the pony.
Kile quickly jumped between them.

“What was that, sir?” She asked.

“Tame him, how did you tame him?” Lord Bollen asked
again.

“Well… I didn’t.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We have come to accept, your Lordship, that Hunter
Veller didn’t so much as tame the mountain pony, as she has… teamed
up with it,” Folkstaff remarked.

Jax laughed. “That, I can believe.”

Kile glared at the Captain.

“And what is this curiosity?” Lord Bollen asked,
pointing to Vesper. “I do not believe it is common for a rat to
ride on the head of a mountain pony.”

“I believe it is a yarrow, my Lord.” The soldier
added.

Finally, someone who can distinguish between a
yarrow and a rat.

“I’d be careful with that one, my Lord.” Jax added.
“He can be quite dangerous.”

“Can he now?” Lord Bollen laughed. “He doesn’t
appear very dangerous.”

“I can assure you, my Lord, his looks are deceiving.
I personally witnessed him take out an entire platoon of valrik as
well as a rampaging Minotaur single handedly.”

“If I didn’t know you better Captain, I would say
you have been dipping into the mead.” Lord Bollen replied.

“I can assure you, sir, it is true.” Jax said,
stepping forward. “It was this very yarrow which dropped the
kastelya and sealed the mainway of Moran.”

“So Captain, you are saying that this… yarrow… is
responsible for the destruction of my outpost.”

“Your outpost?” Kile laughed “If it was your
outpost, why didn’t I see you on the wall?”

“I think that’s quite enough, Hunter Veller!”
Folkstaff said. He turned to Lord Bollen. “My apologies, your
Lordship, she is rather young and a bit outspoken.”

Jax snorted “A bit.”

“No, please, Master Folkstaff,” Lord Bollen laughed.
“It is refreshing to hear someone actually speak their mind and not
be silenced by formalities. I fear most of my subjects would not
tell me my britches were on fire for fear of offending me.”

“You have nothing to fear there my Lord,” Jax added.
“She has no problem offending people.”

Kile shot the Captain another look.

“Splendid.” Lord Bollen replied, heading back to his
men. “She shall ride in front with me tomorrow and I shall listen
to all she has to say, that is, after she finishes cleaning up.
I’ll send the nonay to help you get ready”

“What? Ride where?”

Master Folkstaff stayed behind while Lord Bollen
disappeared around the side of the stables, followed closely by his
men and Captain Jax. Kile was expecting to get a long lecture from
her survival instructor, but the big man just shook his head and
sighed.

“He has taken a liking to you, although I do not
know why,” he remarked.

“Lord Bollen has always been one of the people.”
Daniel replied. “He was never one to throw his rank around.”

“Still, you should show him at least some
courtesy.”

“Where exactly am I riding to?” Kile asked.

“Forthbar,” Folkstaff replied. “Commander Barshed is
on his way there to speak with the King’s representative. They will
want to know about the siege of Moran and what, if anything, you
learned in Denal.”

“I’m afraid, we didn’t learn much, it was a wasted
trip in more ways than one,” she replied.

Folkstaff looked at her. “I wouldn’t say
wasted.”

“But then why did all those men of Perha Squad have
to die when a single Hunter could have gathered the information
without setting off an entire war.”

“You didn’t actually set off a war, Kile. The valrik
would have come to Moran whether Perha Squad entered Denal or not.
Besides, had you not come here when you did, the outcome might have
been quite different.”

“Still, if feels like those men died for nothing,”
she replied.

“Well, the truth of the matter is, Sergeant Wargner
had no authority to enter Coopervill.”

“Then why did he?” Daniel asked.

“We don’t know.” Folkstaff replied. “We’ve spoken
with Corporal Duffy as well as the other members of Perha Squad who
arrived in Forthbar, but they haven’t given us any clues. According
to the Corporal, Wargner felt he could end the war if he retook
Coopervill.”

“But that’s ridiculous.”

“Not to Sergeant Wargner.” Kile replied.

“So, why didn’t they just send in a Hunter?” Daniel
asked.

“The thing is, the situation last year did not do
the reputation of the Hunters any good. The military no longer
trusts us and feels, if we cannot handle our own affairs, how
effective can we be?”

“So, it’s true, what Drain said. He may not have
stopped us, but he did cripple us,” Kile added.

“It’s worse than that,” Folkstaff replied. “There is
talk the Hunter’s Guild has outlived its usefulness. The people no
longer need us, the military no longer wants us and the crown,
well… the crown had very little use for us to start with.”

“That can’t be true,” Daniel said. “The Hunters have
done a lot of good.”

“That’s just it, son. They have… in the past. Now
there’s no longer a place for us, not the way we are, anyway. We
have to change or we have to die.”

“What about this?” Daniel asked, opening his arm to
encompass the outpost. “The Hunters did this. We prevented the
valrik from getting into Callor. That has to count for
something.”

“It does count,” Folkstaff replied. “This may be our
biggest triumph.”

“Or our last crowning achievement,” Kile added.
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They came for her in the night. Four nonays armed
with hairbrushes and soap. True to his word, Lord Bollen sent them
to prepare Kile for the morning ride to Forthbar. She was escorted
from the stables, where she spent the night, to the bathing
facilities which were located within the remains of the old
pub.

It was no longer the place where she enjoyed her
last good cup of tea while sitting beside the fire, waiting for the
valrik to make their decision. That was over a week ago, and so
much has happened since then. For starters, she never did get the
name of the herb which the cooks used to brew that tea.

The place was stripped clean of the original
furniture. Most of which went to reinforce the barricades along the
Cliff Road. All that remained were a few chairs and a single table.
It just so happened to be the same table where Perha Squad sat,
when she informed them they had just taken over the outpost. There
were only four members of the original twenty three left in Moran.
They will be leaving the outpost with her tomorrow, when she rode
with Lord Bollen and his men.

The nonays set the place up as a bath house.
Portable tubs were brought all the way from Norfrom and arranged in
neat little rows long both walls. Several of these tubs were in use
and the men were far from modest with their bathing. Kile felt the
need to divert her eyes while the nonays led her to the back of the
room. A wall of bed sheets provided a bit of privacy. One of the
nonay, the grumpiest looking one, stood guard while the other three
led her through.

This was where the bar once stood, she realized,
when she stepped behind the curtain. The bar and all its contents
were cleaned out along with the rest of the furniture. All that
remained was a bare shelf along the back wall.

The tub looked more like a cot, with a low center,
although, it held quite a bit of water. It was a simple wooden
frame and a canvas sack.

“Please disrobe, miss,” one of the nonays said while
she sorted through a bag which sat against the wall.

Kile looked at the other two women who were watching
her.

“I can bathe by myself, thank you.”

“Lord Bollen wishes you to be presentable upon your
departure from Moran,” the nonays replied.

Kile was a bit hesitant. In her mind, bathing was
not a spectator sport, but she was really looking forward to the
bath. The last one she took was back at base camp Riley, and that
was over a month ago. Caving in to her desire for comfort, she
slowly disrobed. Stepping into the tub, she found the water
surprising warm and soothing. This may not be too bad, she thought,
but that was before the nonays moved in.

One of the women began opening an assortment of
bottles, and adding the contents to the bath water. It was a
combination of flowery smells. Jasmine, alyssum, gardenia, rose,
lilacs, any one of these, in small doses, wouldn’t have bothered
her. It might have actually been pleasant. But blend them all
together, and it was an assault on her senses.

The second nonay pulled out a long wooden handled
brush, which looked as if it belonged on the battlefield, not in
the bathhouse. She proceeded to scrub Kile’s skin raw, using a
lavender-scented soap. But it was the third nonay, armed with her
hairbrush and comb, who Kile feared the most. Kneeling behind her,
she pulled back Kile’s head and began raking the comb through her
hair, as if she was dethatching a lawn. Kile was sure, after the
woman was done, she would never have to comb her hair again. She
wouldn’t have any left.

The bath continued for several hours, at least,
that’s the way it felt. Only when they were sure there wasn’t an
inch of skin left on her body, or a hair left on her head, did they
allow her to get out of the tub. The second nonay, the one who
insisted on adding every flower from the garden to the bathwater,
retrieved a tightly wrapped bundle from the bag and began to untie
it.

It was then Kile realized the danger she was in. It
was a trap, it had to be. A well thought out trap. She was unarmed
and defenseless. With no weapon, no clothes, and no one to save
her, she couldn’t escape. She was facing her worst nightmare. The
nonay turned and held up a long, pink, frilly, dress.

“What the hell is that?” she shouted.

“His Lordship sent this for you to wear,” the nonay
replied innocently.

“I am not wearing that.”

“But his Lordship…”

“If his Lordship likes it so much, then he can wear
it.” Kile said, backing toward the curtain.

“Commander, is there a problem?” someone yelled from
the other side.

Wonderful, Kile thought, Sergeant Tullner. What was
he doing here?

Now she really was trapped. She couldn’t run, and
she couldn’t stay.

“Commander, are you okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine Tullner, just… stay where you are,” she
shouted.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure, whatever you do, don’t come in.”

There was no getting out of this one, Kile thought.
She would have to fall back to her survival training. Master
Folkstaff warned them about the desire for comfort. She would have
to wear the dress, because there was nothing else to wear.

 


Tullner paced the bathhouse floor, just outside the
curtain. The grumpy looking nonay wasn’t going to let him pass,
even if he wanted to. He had seen valrik less determined, and less
frightening than this woman. If only Lord Bollen had sent them to
the outpost earlier, they could have easily routed the valrik,
armed only with hairbrushes.

The curtain was suddenly pulled aside and Tullner
turned to see a young woman standing before him. She was wearing a
long pink dress, which reached the floor, and her hair was tied up
in a tight bun. Her lips were a dark shade of red and there was a
touch of color in her cheeks. She was out of place in the ruins of
the bathhouse and would have been more at home in the palaces of
Azintar. This was not the same Hunter he traveled with over the
past month. This was not the Hunter, who battled saladogs armed
only with a long knife. This was not the Hunter, who charged a
mountain pony through enemy lines.

She gracefully stepped forward.

“Commander, you…”

“Say one word Tullner. One word and I’ll bust you
down to private before you can take your next breath,” she snapped
at him. “Now, find me a pair of pants.”

Actually, this was the same Hunter.

“As you wish, Commander,” he said with a grin.

He followed her out of the bathhouse and into the
courtyard.

She quickly turned on him. “Why are you still here,
Tullner? Pants. Now.”

“I have a message,” he replied.

“Out with it.”

“Lord Bollen wishes to be on the road in an hour.
There have been reports coming in of Uhyre still in the area. He
has sent men ahead, along with the Hunters, to secure the route to
Forthbar.”

“Wonder,” she said, throwing up her arms. “I can’t
go out looking like this, I look like… like…”

“Like a lady.” Jax said, coming up behind her.

“Oh great, not you too.”

“You look very pretty, Miss Veller,” he said with a
smile.

“I am a Hunter, not a lady. This is not how a Hunter
dresses. I want my weapons, I want my pants and I want my hair
back.” She said, pulling at her hair until she freed it from the
tight bun.

Jax sighed. “I knew it wouldn’t last,” he said.

Kile turned to Tullner. “You still here?”

“Commander?”

“Get me my something to wear, even if you have to
strip down one of the soldiers,” she demanded.

“Yes, Commander,” Tullner replied, running off.

“Is it so bad to look like a lady, once in a while?”
The Captain asked.

“Why, how many times do you do it?”

“You know what I mean, Kile. You are a young woman,
let yourself be one.”

“I can be a woman without looking like a painted up
doll for the men to stare at,” She replied. “This is frivolous,
it’s impractical. How am I supposed to ride to Forthbar dressed
like this?”

“Many women wear dresses and ride horses.”

“Yes, I know, they ride side saddle, but in case you
haven’t noticed. I don’t use a saddle.”

“Of course,” Jax said, shaking his head.

“And what if we’re attacked on the road? How can I
defend myself when I can hardly move around in this thing? It’s
restricting. Where do I put my sword, my long knife?”

“You aren’t supposed to fight. You are a guest of
his Lordship. His men will defend you if the need arises.”

“Defend me, since when do I need men to defend me,”
she shouted. “I can take care of myself, thank you very much.”

“But Lord Bollen…”

“And that’s another thing. Why is this Lord of
yours, riding around with an assortment of dresses. Isn’t that a
little strange?”

“I had to come when I heard.” Folkstaff said, coming
across the compound toward them. “I never thought I’d see the
day.”

“Oh great, why don’t we just put me on display,”
Kile said, throwing up her arms and walking away. She could hear
them laughing behind her.

She made for the only place she knew she would be
safe, the stables. Ducking in, she collapsed against the wall. This
was humiliating, she thought. At least no one could gawk at her in
here.

-Well, well, well-

Spoke too soon.

“Shut it Grim, I’m not in the mood.”

-I wasn’t going to say anything-

“Sure you weren’t”

-Is it really that bad?-

He asked.

She glared at him.

-How would I know? Vir have strange habits to begin
with. Maybe you should embrace the wild side of your personality,
and then it wouldn’t bother you as much.-

Kile laughed. “No, I’d just be running around naked.
Somehow, I don’t think that would go over too well.”

“Thought we’d find you in here.”

Looking up, Kile saw Erin enter the stables,
followed closely by Daniel.

“Oh, did you come for the freak show too?” she
asked.

“Hardly a freak show,” Erin replied.

“Actually, I think you look rather nice,” Daniel
added.

“Nice! Nice! You think I look nice,” She shouted.
Daniel quickly backed up.

“We ran into Sergeant Tullner, and he told me of
your plight,” Erin said, stepping between them. She handed Kile a
bundle of clothes. “I think these should be more suitable,” she
said.

“Thank you,” Kile replied. “At least somebody gets
it,”

Taking the clothes into one of the stalls, she
started to undress.

“I’ll… step outside… now.” Daniel stammered before
leaving the stables.

Erin laughed. “I heard you gave the nonays a hard
time.”

“I gave them a hard time? Did you see what they did
to me? They scrubbed off my skin and yanked out my hair, painted my
face. They even managed to mess up my sense of smell. It’s like I
have roses shoved up my nose now,” she said, pulling on her pants.
“I should have been able to smell you guys coming a mile away.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Oh, sorry, that didn’t come out right.”

“I should say not.”

“I meant… Oh, never mind,” she said, stepping out
from behind the stall. “How do I look now?” she asked.

“Like a Hunter,” Erin said with a grin. “We just
need to do something with your hair.”

 


It was a large company of men, who assembled at the
gatehouse. Many of Lord Bollen’s soldiers were staying in Moran, to
reinforce the outpost guard. The valrik may have been routed, but
it didn’t mean they were giving up. Denal was still under the
control of the Uhyre, and Moran was still the easiest route into
Callor.

Along with Lord Bollen, and his personal guard, were
Major Folkstaff and Captain Jax. They waited at the head of the
column. Daniel and three nonays would be responsible for the
wounded. It was necessary to get them to Forthbar, since Moran no
longer had the facilities to treat them. Sumsor agreed to stay
behind. He spent most of his career at the outpost, and wasn’t
going to abandon it now, regardless of the fact his office was
under a couple of tons of stone. Perha Squad, or what was left of
it, was also prepared to leave Moran. Sergeant Tullner, Corporal
Sandson, and privates Anurr and Lesh were eager to meet up with the
rest of their men in the hospitals of Forthbar.

As the last of the wounded were being secured to the
wagons, and the supplies loaded up, Kile arrived on Grim alongside
Erin, followed by twenty Callor hounds. Nobody questioned the
inclusion of the hounds, as their effectiveness against the
saladogs was well known. Erin continued to ride on, up to the front
of the column, while Kile stayed behind. She really didn’t want to
ride with the officers and preferred to stay at the rear with the
soldiers. It was Captain Jax who spotted her and waived for her to
join them.

“I thought you would be staying in Moran.” She said
when she got closer to Jax.

The Captain grinned. He was looking old and tired.
The siege took its toll on the man, although he tried to hide
it.

“Unfortunately, I have to give my report to the
higher ups.” he sighed. “Truth be told, I’d rather battle
saladogs.”

“It shouldn’t be that bad.” Kile replied. “So,
you’re leaving Raf in charge?”

Jack looked back at the ruins. “I don’t think even
Raf could screw up this place now,” he laughed.

“Will you be coming back here?” she asked him.

He hesitated for a moment. “I don’t know,” he
replied, shaking his head. “I think I’ll request some time, maybe
spend a week with my family. It’s been nearly six months since I’ve
seen them. My wife has been nagging me to retire; maybe it’s time.
I have two new grandkids I haven’t even met. What about you? You
have any family?”

“Me, well, yeah, I have a brother back in
Riverport.”

“Oh save us, there’s another one like you back
home.”

Kile laughed. “Not quite.”

“Oh, so he’s normal.”

“Something like that. He runs the family farm. He’s
married now, has a little boy of his own.”

“You ever go home to see them?” Jax asked.

“Once.” She replied. “It… didn’t go very well.”

“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “What happened, if you
don’t mind me asking?”

Kile looked sideways at him.

“That bad, huh,” he replied.

“Let’s just say, I’m not holding my breath for an
invitation to Winter’s Feast.”

“Well then, if you have no other plans, you can
always drop by the homestead. It might not be much, but we do put
out a decent spread during the holidays.”

“Thanks, but, as you’ve no doubt noticed, chaos
visits wherever I go.”

The Captain laughed. “Please,” he said. “I have
seven children and fourteen grandchildren, not to mention five
siblings, six nephews, twelve nieces, and a whole gaggle of grand
nephews and nieces, who I don’t even know. Chaos doesn’t visit our
house during the holidays, it sets up residency.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind.” Kile replied.

 


Leaving Moran was uneventful. No fanfare, no
farewells-- the gates were opened and suddenly they were in the
Callor province. Kile looked back at the long line of riders behind
them, and then at the outpost. She wasn’t sure if she was sorry to
leave it behind or not. Like many places she visited, it was just
one more step on a long journey, but she never knew where that
journey was taking her.

They traveled for most of the day at a slow, easy
pace, and even though Lord Bollen requested she ride in front with
him, he said very little to her. Most of his conversations were
with his personal guards and advisors. They were filled with
discussions of politics and policies, none of which Kile could
comprehend. It was all gibberish to her. She was beginning to think
the valrik, with their guttural language, made more sense.

Captain Jax rode with a few of the more seasoned
soldiers. They swapped war stories and laughed about the good old
days. Erin and Folkstaff went on ahead to scout the area along with
a few other Hunters. She asked to go with them, but Folkstaff
wouldn’t allow it. He said, it was for her own safety, but she
wondered if it had more to do with her state of mind. They were
being careful around her, as if she would explode at any minute,
and there were times she thought she might. Where they that scare
of her? What did Captain Jax tell them?

It wasn’t until the evening, when the Hunters
returned and directed the company to a clearing off the main road,
did they finally stop and rest. Tents were set up, campfires were
lit, food was being prepared and horses tended to. Everything moved
with such precision, Kile didn’t know where she could fit in.

She wanted to help Daniel with the wounded, but she
couldn’t. It wasn’t just because the nonays watched her carefully
whenever she got close to one of their patients. What did they
think she was going to do, run off with one of them when they
weren’t looking? It was because of the Lasting. It followed the
wounded, even out here in the wild. The smell of it was stifling.
She couldn’t be around it for very long.

In the end, she ended up where she always ended up,
with the horses. She didn’t mind. There were so many of them and
they all had stories to share with her. She walked among them,
talking with as many as she could. There were hundreds of horses
with hundreds of names. Most of them couldn’t remember their real
names, only the moniker the vir
placed upon them. It was sad really. She often wondered what it
would be like not to remember her name, and then she
realized it had happened on more than one occasion. Whenever she
tangled with the ever-present darkness, when it stole her mind and
her identity, there were times when she had no idea who or what she
was. There were times where she wanted to just sink into the
darkness and forget about the war, the world and everything else
around her. It would have been so easy, to truly be a part of
something which accepted her for what she was.

 


The next day was pretty much the same as the last.
The Hunter rode ahead to scout out the land, Jax rode with some of
his old comrades, and Lord Bollen still didn’t take any notice of
her. He was too busy carrying on the same conversation with his men
as he had the day before, or at least, that’s what it sounded like
to her. She still had no idea what they were discussing, and
eventually tuned it out altogether. She thought about slowing Grim
down and merging with the back of the line, maybe finding the last
members of Perha Squad. At least they would acknowledge her
existence. She was slowly moving Grim off to the side of the
column, when the ravens came.

Their presence did not go unnoticed. The column came
to a complete stop while the soldiers watched the birds circle.
There were even murmurs of ill omens and bad tidings, until the
birds landed. Two on Kile’s shoulders, one on Grim’s back, and
another on his head, much to Vesper’s dismay. Bakara was the last.
He landed on Kile’s hat, and looked down at her from over the brim.
The silence was shattered by the roar of laughter. Even Lord Bollen
and his close advisor joined in. Only those, who rode with Kile,
who fought alongside her on the walls of Moran, held their breaths
and waited. They did not laugh, because they understood the
seriousness of the situation.

Kile closed her eyes, and fell into her Edge. Bakara
showed her what she feared to see. The Valgar were coming. She
couldn’t tell how many there were, they were cloaked in shadow, so
deep, not even the Hunter who passed within ten feet of them, knew
of their existence. They were moving silently through the fields,
stalking their prey. Reaching out, she touched one of them and knew
who they hunted.

When Kile opened her eyes the men around her,
stopped laughing. She knew what they saw when they looked at her,
since she was already letting her feral side take over.

“What is it?” Jax asked, riding up to her. He alone,
had drawn his weapon.

“Saladogs,” she told him. Her voice was calm.
“Coming in from the north, down out of the mountains, it’s an
ambush.”

“Ridiculous.” One of the soldiers scoffed. “Are we
to listen to this… freak?”

Kile turned to look at the man. He was twice her
size, broad shouldered, squared chinned, a seasoned warrior, a
veteran of the Callor forces. He flinched when she turned those
eyes on him. She grinned.

“I don’t care who you listen to,” she said
softly.

“Is this for real?” Lord Bollen asked.

Was that fear in the man’s voice?

Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply. Yes, that was
fear, and it was intoxicating.

“Get the wounded and civilians to Forthbar, keep to
the road, do not stop,” she shouted as she drew her Lann and urging
Grim forward. The four members of Perha Squad broke ranks and
closed in behind her, followed closely by the twenty Callor hounds,
Captain Jax, and the men of Moran.

The carriage drivers looked to Lord Bollen for
confirmation, but they never received it. The horses, on the other
hand, didn’t need any. They knew who to listen to. Twenty two
carriages, carrying supplies, wounded and civilian, made for the
open road.

Tullner quickly caught up with Kile, his weapon now
drawn.

“Shouldn’t we send guards to protect the wounded?”
he asked her.

“They’re not after the wounded,” she told him. “They
are coming for Lord Bollen and they’re here.”

The shadow was already creeping out of the hills,
like a wave of darkness, it covered the land, then broke upon them.
Not even the sunlight could penetrate it. It was as if the night
had come before its appointed time.

This was something unexpected, Kile thought, staring
into the darkness. She was seeing some physical aspect of the
Maligar, or at least some representation of it. It had always
confined itself to the natural realm, and now it was leaking over
into the mortal world. What did it mean? Was it getting stronger?
Could everyone see it?

The Valgar shed their cloaks. There was no need for
secrecy now. Only when Lord Bollen, and the Callor army, saw them,
did they prepare for battle, but by then, it was too late. The two
forces collided in the middle of the field. Kile push Grim forward
with reckless abandonment, and when the pony went down, she threw
herself into the fray. There was no thought or reasoning behind her
actions. She simply lived for the chaos. She gave herself over to
her feral side, because she knew, if she didn’t, she would have no
chance surviving. She could feel the heat rising within her. Her
heart was pounding in her chest. The smell of blood, and sounds of
battle, were overwhelming. Shields shattered, swords broke, men
screamed, wolves howled, and she was losing herself to the
darkness. She could no longer remember who she was, where she was,
or even why she wanted to live. She was fighting out of pure
instinct, but it wasn’t enough. The darkness was offering peace, it
was offering salvation, it was offering her a place she would be
accepted. It reached out to her, and she embraced it.

The black tendrils wrapped themselves around her,
and this time, she did not fight it. All she wanted was to sleep in
the darkness. There was a familiarity within it, almost as if she
was coming home. She wasn’t sure how long she remained cradled in
the arms of the Maligar, it could have been hours, or days, or
years, or mere seconds, but the sound of thunder shattered the
darkness, and the rain began to fall.

Kile fell to her knees and stared up into the
heavens and let the rain fall upon her face. It washed away the
smell of blood, and cooled the burning in her soul. It drowned out
the sounds of battle until all she could hear was the gentle sound
of the falling rain around her. The smell of the forest, the grass,
the touch of the earth, this was who she was. The darkness had
receded, and the natural world reclaimed its own

-Sister?-

She opened her eyes and looked into the face of the
wolf, who sat before her.

-We came when we heard you call.-

There was so much compassion in the wolf’s words, so
much concern, so much love, she found herself crying. Blinking back
the tears, she looked around. They surrounded her, the wolves and
the Callor hound. Their presence was reassuring and it gave her
strength.

“Thank you,” she whispered, hugging the wolf. “Thank
you so much.”

Slowly, she staggered to her feet. She wasn’t
injured, at least, not that she could tell. If she was, it wasn’t a
physical injury she suffered. She was tired, so very tired, as if
she had not slept in days.

The battle was over. It was quick, but it was
costly. Men, horses, dogs, even the bodies of wolves lay among the
Valgar. The rain was washing away the blood, but not quickly
enough. This place would always be stained, she thought. She
watched as the Callor soldier picked among the dead, seeking out
the wounded. They thought little of the dogs and wolves, turning a
blind eye to their suffering, even though, if it had not been for
them, the count would have been higher. Only the men of Moran
sought to aid the animals. They fought alongside the hounds, and
understood their sacrifice.

Lord Bollen was still alive, in that alone, they
succeeded. He was being tended to by his men, although, it didn’t
look as if he was injured in any way. She looked at the soldiers
who were still standing, looking for familiar faces. Tullner and
Sandson were easy to pick out, since they were wearing the Fennel
colors, but she couldn’t find Anurr or Lesh. Were they among the
fallen?

The dogs and wolves parted when the mountain pony
approached. He was limping.

“You’re hurt,” she said, coming to his side.

-It’s nothing.-

Grim replied.

She ran her hand over his wound and he winced. She
had seen the horse run head first, through a barn door without
breaking stride.

“I’m sorry, Grim.”

-There is nothing to be sorry about. I’m not dead
yet.-

She wrapped her arms around his neck, and the pony
rested his head on her shoulder. Vesper took the opportunity to
slide down his nose and onto Kile’s head and she laughed.

“I didn’t forget about you,” she said, lifting the
yarrow up. “Are you okay?”

-Hungry-

The yarrow replied.

-Please, Fur ball, when are you not?-

Grim asked.

Kile looked at the mountain pony.

“Can you understand him?” she asked.

-Only when you’re around. You make a pretty good
interpreter.-

He replied, but his voice was a bit strained.

“We should probably see to that wound,” she told
him.

-It’ll keep. What about you? You don’t look too
worse for wear.-

“I’m just tired. I don’t think I can keep going on
like this,” she told him.

-If you had listened to me, we would have been away
from here a long time ago.-

He said, and then turned and slowly walked away. She
followed him.

“Kile,” Tullner shouted upon seeing her. She made
her way toward him.

“Are you all right?” he asked her.

“I think so.” She replied. “What of the others. I
saw Sandson, what of Anurr and Lesh?”

“Anurr will survive,” Tullner said, brushing the
rain from his face. “But, I’m afraid we lost Private Lesh.”

Private Lesh. She didn’t even know his first
name.

“I assume the wolves are yours,” Tullner said,
drawing her attention back to the here and now.

“I’m sorry?”

“The wolves, they are yours, aren’t they?”

“No. I mean, they came because they heard me, but,
they’re not mine.”

“Well, regardless of why they came, their arrival
was timely.”

“Was it?” she asked. “To tell you the truth, I don’t
remember anything.”

“Maybe you should go sit down, take it easy.”

“No, the wounded; we have to see to the wounded
first.”

-Reinforcements, right on time, as usual.-

Grim said from behind her.

Kile turned to see riders coming up the road. She
took a deep breath and sniffed the wind.

“Hunters,” she said. “Folkstaff, Erin, even Daniel’s
with them. They must have intercepted the carriages.”

-Would they be the same Hunters who were supposed to
make sure the coast was clear? - Grim asked.

“It’s not their fault, Grim. Not even Hunters could
see this coming.”

“You did,” Tullner added.

Kile ignored him and started walking toward the
riders, when Sandson called out to her. She turned and saw him
kneeling beside a fallen soldier. He waved frantically to her, but
she hesitated. She couldn’t see the face of the soldier from where
she was standing, but something deep inside, told her she already
knew who it was. She quickly looked around the field, looking for
those familiar faces, or just that one. When she couldn’t find him,
she ran to where Sandson waited.

Captain Bartholomew Jax laid motionless on the
ground, his armor had been stripped away, exposing the wound to his
side. She fell to the ground beside him and took his hand in hers.
He opened his eyes and looked up at her.

“You’re all right,” he said in a weak voice.

“Yes, I’m all right, and so are you,” she told
him.

He laughed. “You never were very good at lying,” he
said. “From the first day I met you and you tried to feed me that
story.” He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. She could tell,
by the squeezing of her hand, he was in pain. “What of Lord
Bollen?”

“He lives. He does not appear to be hurt,” she told
him.

“Good, then, at any rate, I did my job,” Jax
laughed, although the laughter was weak and he started to
cough.

“Take it easy, the healers are here, they’re going
to help you.”

“I don’t think so, not this time,” he replied once
he got his breath back. “If nothing else, it was one hell of a
ride.”

“Don’t say that, you’ll be back on the walls of
Moran in no time.”

“Yeah, sure. Look, I need for you to do me a
favor,”

“Anything.”

“I need for you to deliver a message… to my
wife.”

“You can deliver that yourself.”

“Please, you are a Hunter, aren’t you? Isn’t that
what… Hunters are supposed to do?” he asked.

“Yes, that’s what Hunters do,” she replied.

“Then tell her… tell her I was coming home,” he
said, gripping her hand tightly. “Tell her I love her.”

“I’ll tell her,” she promised, but he didn’t
hear.

“Kile.”

Looking up, she saw Daniel running across the field
toward her.

“Help him, please,” she pleaded.

Daniel knelt down beside Jax and placed his hands
upon the soldier's chest. He fell into his Edge.

Kile could smell the magic building around them. It
was strong, stronger than she remembered. Like the smell of the
ocean, or at least what she thought the ocean should smell like.
She could see the blue strands of light flowing from his fingers.
They wound their way around Jax, growing in intensity until they
eventually faded and disappeared altogether. She looked up at
Daniel. He shook his head.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. You better go see what you can do
for the others.” She told him as she gently brushed the hair from
Jax’s face. “At least he doesn’t have to give his report now.”

“Will you be okay?” Daniel asked.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” she said, wiping the tears
from her eyes. “Go, get out of here. Go help the others.”

Daniel slowly got to his feet.

She looked up at him. “Danny, I really hate to ask
this…”

“You want me to check up on the hounds and the
wolves. Am I right?”

“If you could.”

“Of course, I was planning on it anyway.” He said
with a hint of a smile.

Kile stayed beside Captain Jax until two men came to
carry him away.

 


The darkness was coming and the shadows were closing
in. Thunder rumbled overhead. The rain was falling in sheets,
making it nearly impossible to see. Her fur was soaked and her feet
were caked in mud. She was tired, too tired to keep going, but she
had to keep running. She had to keep ahead of the darkness, keep
ahead of the Maligar. The lightning flashed, and for one fleeting
moment, she could see the great oak standing before her, but it was
still too far away. The faster she ran, the farther she had to go,
but this time she wasn’t alone. Her pack was with her, the wolves
came in on both sides. There were two at first, then four, then
eight, and then more than she could count. She couldn’t see them
all through the rain, but she could feel them, and they gave her
strength, they gave her courage. Thousands of them raced alongside
her across the open field toward the tree where the maiden waited.
She was pulling ahead of the darkness now. She could hear the woman
shouting, but her voice was drowned out by the sound of the wind
and the rain.

“I can’t hear you.” Kile screamed. “What are you
saying?”

“Do not trust them,” her bother wolf said.

“Don’t trust who?”

 


“Excuse me, ma’am,” The wolf replied.

Kile opened her eyes. She was curled up with the
dogs, sleeping just outside the campsite. It was still raining, but
she didn’t care. The rain was refreshing in a way, almost
cleansing, and she needed to be clean. She peered up over one of
the hounds at a young soldier who stood just outside the circle of
dogs. He didn’t dare get any closer. None of them did, not after
what they saw.

“What is it?” she asked.

“They want you in the command tent, ma’am,” he said,
nervously.

“Why?” she asked.

“I… I don’t really know, ma’am. I was just sent to
fetch you.”

“Fine. You did. I’ll be there soon,” she told
him.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and couldn’t get away
quick enough

She was getting that a lot, not from the soldiers
she served with at Moran, but the ones from Callor, the ones who
rode with Lord Bollen. They diverted their eyes when she looked at
them. They avoided her, when she came too close. In a way, it made
her laugh. What would Alisa think if she could see her now? She was
the only woman in a camp full of men, and they fell over themselves
trying to get away from her.

She couldn’t really blame them, if what she heard
about the battle was true. The last thing she remembered was riding
straight into the Valgar. Grim went down, and she was alone. That
was when the darkness took her. From that point on, there was
nothing, not until the rain, not until the wolf spoke to her.

They set up camp on the opposite side of the road,
away from the field of battle. It only seemed proper. The men
needed rest and the wounded needed tending, before they could
continue to Forthbar. There was still a day’s worth of travel,
until they reached their destination. She tried to help with the
wounded, but, according to Daniel, she was acting a bit dazed. He
told her to lie down, so she did. Walking through the camp, looking
for a place away from everyone else, she overheard the soldiers
talking. They said she fought like a wild animal, that she was less
than human. But, she didn’t remember any of it. The other topic of
conversation was the arrival of the wolf packs. They came out of
the forest, behind the Valgar. At first, many of the soldiers
thought the wolves were coming for them and were surprised when
they actually attacked the saladogs.

It was among the hounds of Moran, she found
acceptance and comfort, and that’s where she fell asleep.

Getting to her feet, she yawned, stretched and
stared up into the rain, letting the water wash over her face. She
brushed back her hair and looked down at her mud stained clothes.
To think, not more than two days ago, she looked like a little
princess dressed in pink. If they offered her that dress now, she
still wouldn’t wear it.

She had no idea what time it was, since the sky was
just a dull shade of gray. It had to be late since she was hungry.
She thought about searching for food, before joining the other’s in
the tent, but decided against it. She wouldn’t want to keep his
Lordship waiting. Grabbing her satchel, from where she hung in the
tree, she started back toward camp.

As she passed the paddock, where they were keeping
the hoses, she found Grim isolated on one side. She was beginning
to understand how the pony felt. They both seemed to be kept away
from their own kind.

“You’re looking better,” she said, approaching
him.

-You look like crap.-

He replied.

“Thank you, I do try. It took me a long time to
achieve this look,” she said. “So, how are you feeling?”

-Better, since your healer paid me a visit.-

“He did?” Kile replied, “I’ll have to thank
him.”

-If you must.-

“Is there any message you wish for me to pass on to
him?”

-None that I can think of.-

“How about a thank-you, or an expression of your
undying gratitude.”

-Please, it would have healed in time. It is
unnatural what he does, it goes against nature.-

“Unnatural,” she laughed. “I am the epitome of
unnatural.”

-You don’t know how wrong you are, child. Where are
you heading, anyway?-

“I have been summoned,” she replied. “They want to
see me in the commander’s tent.”

-For what?-

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m being discharged,” she
laughed. “Oh, I could only hope.”

-You appear to be in a good mood, anyway.-

“I just don’t care anymore. You don’t think I’ve
gone crazy, do you?”

-Gone? Child, you’ve always been crazy.-

“Yeah, that’s what I thought too,” she said,
stepping back. “I’ll let you know, one way or the other,” she told
him.

She was just about to leave when she spotted a
young, redheaded soldier with a wicker basket, heading in her
direction. He didn’t seem to notice her and was startled when she
called out to him.

“What do you have there?” she asked.

The young man quickly looked around. Was he looking
to see who she was addressing, or was he looking for an escape
route?

“Just food for the pony, ma’am,” he said, when she
got closer.

“For the mountain pony?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am, by order of the healer.”

She pulled back the cloth which covered the basket.
Inside was an assortment of fruits, vegetables and grain.

“Hey Grim, I’m taking your carrots,” she shouted to
the pony.

“Ma’am?” the young man looked at her curiously.

“Oh, don’t worry, he doesn’t like carrots anyway,”
she assured him, “But, if you really want to get on his good side,
you’ll find him a slice of apple pie.”

“Apple pie, ma’am?”

Kile didn’t reply. She bit into one of the carrots
and headed for the command tent.

 


The tent would have been spacious had it not been
for the dozen or so people who occupied it. Sliding into the back
and hiding within the shadows of the corners, she ate her carrot.
If nothing else, at least she was out of the rain.

“We tracked them as far as we could, sire. But found
no sign of them. If they came over the pass, then they must have
returned that way,” a young Hunter said, addressing Lord
Bollen.

“It would only make sense,” an older soldier
replied. “With Moran destroyed, there is no other way into Callor,
save over the peak or around the point.”

“There have been no reports of these… things, these
saladogs, south of Fennel.” Folkstaff announced. “Surely, we would
have heard something by now.”

“What of Sofland, what of the coast?” Lord Bollen
asked.

“Nothing, sire.” Folkstaff replied. “Word has been
slow coming from the Salt Coast. The last we heard, resistance
there was minimal.”

Lord Bollen scratched his chin and made a thoughtful
expression. “That is, at least, some good news,” he said. “It would
appear the plan was to cross through Callor all along. Strike the
crown behind our backs. It seems luck was on our side. Still, I
think we should err on the side of caution. Can you spare a few of
your Hunters?” He asked Folkstaff.

“What do you have in mind, sire?”

“Send a few, north, to watch the pass. If they try
to cross, at least we’ll be forewarned.”

“Of course, sire. Consider it done.”

“That just leaves getting to Forthbar in one piece,”
one of the soldiers remarked.

“Have your Hunters returned?”

“They have, sire.” Folkstaff replied. “We have seen
no sign of these… saladogs.”

“That’s not saying much, Master Folkstaff. Your
Hunters missed them the first time, and it cost us dearly,” the old
soldier added.

“That’s not exactly true, Lord Kels.” Erin said from
the other side of the tent. “The Hunters who went forward may have
missed them, but not the Hunter who stayed behind.”

Lord Kels turned to face Erin, as if noticing her
for the first time. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“If I am not mistaken, from the reports we have
received, Hunter Veller did warn you of the immediate danger and
got the wounded to safety. Had you heeded her warning, and acted
accordingly, the losses might not have been so great.”

“Are you saying, this is our fault, because we
didn’t listen to that…?”

“I think what my colleague is trying to say, is that
Hunter Veller is a capable Hunter, and should not have been
dismissed so quickly,” Folkstaff intervened.

“That is outrageous.”

“No, it’s not.” Lord Bollen said, silencing the man.
“What Master Folkstaff says is true. We did not take her warning
seriously and we paid the price. I am sorry to say, I
underestimated her, and the stories which Captain Jax told me. I
thought they were over exaggerated. Now, I believe them to be
understated.”

“It doesn’t help to second guess,” the man sitting
behind Lord Bollen replied. “What is, is, and there is nothing more
to it.”

“True, Lord Farns” Bollen said, taking his seat.
“But it still doesn’t explain what we’re up against. These… things,
I have not seen the like.”

“Nor has any man.” Lord Farns replied. “I have taken
it upon myself to examine one of these, what did you call them,
saladogs?”

“It is what the men of Moran called them.”

“We called them, reptilian wolves.” Tullner
replied.

“Reptilian wolves, saladogs, it does not matter what
you call them, if you don’t know what they are.” Lord Kels
added.

“Precisely,” Bollen replied. “That is why we have to
find out what they are, where they came from, and what they
want.”

“I am not a master of fauna,” Lord Farns said,
sitting up in his chair. “But I have hunted these mountains from
the time I was able to draw my first bow, and I can tell you, they
are not native to this area. I have not come across anything which
even remotely resembles these animals.”

“That’s because they are not really animals.” Kile
said, chewing on a carrot. She looked up when she realized everyone
was staring at her. “Did I say that out loud?”

“What do you mean, they’re not really animals?”
Bollen asked.

Kile looked at the faces turned toward her. She had
to learn to keep her mouth shut.

“Well, they’re not animals, at least, not in the way
you know animals.”

“Please, Kile, explain.” Folkstaff commanded.

“Well, that’s just it, they can’t be explained, not
unless you really understood, those who you refer to as, animals.
Animals are natural. They exist in nature. The Valgar are not
wholly of this world. They are an abomination, a poison, a
corruption of the natural world and therefore are not really
animals. It would be like saying a valrik is just vir.”

“You named them Valgar?” Lord Kels asked. There was
no hiding the suspicion in his voice.

“I haven’t named them anything,” Kile replied. “That
was the name they were given.”

“Then who gave them this name?” he demanded.

“I would have to assume, the Alva,” she replied.
“They did hunt them.”

“What, the Alva hunted these creatures?” Lord Farns
asked.

“No, the Valgar hunted the Alva.”

“Preposterous.” Lord Kels shouted, “There are no
such things.”

“If you say so,” Kile replied.

Why was his voice so irritating?

“If what you say is true,” Lord Farns interrupted.
“Where did they come from? What do they want?”

“They are madness born from darkness and their only
purpose is to spread chaos and death.” she replied.

“How is it, you know this?” Bollen asked, sitting up
in his chair. At least he was finally taking notice of her.

She laughed. “Simple.” She said, closing her eyes.
“I asked them and they told me.”

When she opened her eyes, and looked at Lord Bollen,
the man stumbled back. Lord Kels jumped up from his seat and
shielded his Lord from her. Folkstaff and Erin didn’t move, it was
almost as if she held them in place with a single look. Only
Tullner approached her.

“Kile, your eyes,” he whispered.

Suddenly the world snapped back into focus. What had
just happened? She slipped into the darkness without warning. Kile
quickly turned and exited the tent. There was no danger, at least
none she could detect. How could this have happened? She took a
deep breath and let the rain wash over her again.

-Oh no, what have you done now?-

Grim asked.

Looking around, Kile found herself back in the
paddock. Grim was watching her closely.

“I didn’t do anything,” she said, defensively.

-No, of course not. You just wigged out for no
reason. Come on, out with it, who did you go feral on? I bet it was
that pompous vir, the one who tried to make you wear a dress.-

“Who, Lord Bollen? No.”

“What about Lord Bollen?”

Kile spun around to see Erin behind her. She was
standing beside the horses, the hood of her cloak pulled up over
her head. She held herself with a quiet confidence Kile envied.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

Why did everyone keep asking her that?

“Oh, peachy,” Kile replied.

“It’s just that you left the meeting rather
quickly.”

“Well, all I was doing was freaking everyone out.
It’s not like anyone believed me anyway. Around here, I’m
considered a child, a freak or wild animal, take your pick.”

“Not to everyone,” Erin said, taking a step
forward.

“So, what, you believe me?” she asked.

“Nobody knows what these creatures are, and you’re
the only one with any answers. I would be a fool not to believe
you.”

Kile laughed. “There are some who would say the
opposite was true.”

“Do not take Lord Kels to heart,” Erin said, placing
a hand on her shoulder. “The man is a pompous fool, but he controls
one of the largest cities in Callor. I believe it is the only
reason Lord Bollen tolerates him.”

“No, he is right to be suspicious of me. There are
times I don’t even trust myself.”

“Tell me what is happening. Maybe I can help.”

“I can’t tell you, because I don’t understand it
myself. The Valgar, the valrik, the Maligar, even Ravenshadow,
they’re all tied together in my head and I can’t sort it out. I’m
missing something, and I just don’t know what it is.”

“Kile, I fear this is not your war to figure out. We
are just the front line soldiers. We do the biddings of those
behind us, for better or for worse.”

“It’s not that easy.” Kile replied, pulling away
from Erin. “I have seen the minds of the Valgar. I know where they
came from and what they want, and it doesn’t make sense, and that’s
not the worst of it. They are all linked, and when I touch one, I
am drawn into their darkness, and I’m afraid I may not be able to
find my way out the next time.”

The look of concern on Erin’s face told Kile what
she already knew, the Hunter couldn’t help her. This was way beyond
Erin, beyond even the Guild. It could even be beyond the mystic’s
help.

“I’ll be all right,” Kile said, turning away from
the female Hunter. “I just need some sleep.”

“Rest up. You’ll be riding with the other Hunters
tomorrow.”

“Why?” she asked.

“You said it yourself,” Erin replied. “You know
these things, you understand them. We need you.”

“Don’t you get it?” Kile shouted. “I’m dangerous, to
myself and to others. I’m losing control of who I am,” she said,
taking a deep breath. She looked at Erin and grinned “But then you
already know that, don’t you? The column will be safer, with me out
of it.”

“Kile, that’s not why…”

“Fine, I understand.” she said, as she walked away.
“I’ll be ready.”
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The rain let up, sometime during the night, but the
sky was still gray by the morning. The ground was wet and the last
of the summer breezes was making its way across Callor. It wouldn’t
be long before the rains turned into snow. Kile was not looking
forward to being stuck in Callor during the winter.

She left camp, late in the night, heading out to the
forest, where she knew the wolves waited. She needed to put as much
distance between herself and the vir as possible. In the wild, she
felt in control. She knew she had to go back, but the temporary
reprieve from the stifling world of the vir, was enough to retain
her sanity.

She started a small fire with a trick an old crow
taught her, and tried drying out her clothes. If she was to
accompany the other Hunters, she did not wish to go in wet
britches.

Sitting by the fire, in nothing but her underwear,
surrounded by a pack of wolves, with a yarrow in her lap, and six
ravens looking on, she had to laugh. This was the first time in a
long time she felt normal, the first time she really felt at home.
Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge and could feel the wolves
around her. They accepted her, as if she was one of them, just
another wolf in the pack; they saw no difference. She pushed her
consciousness further out into the woods, and felt the world waking
up. The badger emerged from his slumber beneath an old rotting log.
A black fox darted through the forest, hunting his morning meal. A
family of deer moved silently across an open field, seeking out
clover.

She turned her mind toward the camp and could sense
the waking of the vir. It was not nearly as majestic as the natural
world. They groaned, stretched and stumbled their way out of tents.
Not all the men were asleep, there were a few standing guard, and
then there were those who readied the hoses. They were probably
Hunters, preparing to ride ahead of the column. A day’s ride and
they should reach Forthbar by evening, and then what?

One of the vir was heading in her directions,
probably attracted by the fire. Inhaling deeply, she smelled
peppermint and herbs. Slowly, she returned back to herself. Her
mental trips through the forest where surprisingly restful. Opening
her eyes, she proceeded to get dressed. Her clothes were still
damp, but she couldn’t do anything about that now.

The wolves suddenly went on alert. They detected an
intruder within their midst.

“It’s all right Danny, you can come closer.” She
called out while pulling on her boots.

Daniel emerged from the forest, looking rather
nervous.

“Are you sure it’s okay?” he asked.

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Because, I don’t usually go walking into the middle
of a pack of wolves,” he replied.

“Hey, I was nice to your family.” Kile laughed. She
got to her feet and stomped her boot on.

“You seem to be in a better mood,” he said.

“I think I just needed to get away,” she replied.
“Sometimes I feel like I’m in control, but sometimes I feel like
I’m losing my mind.”

“So, you’re in control now?” he asked.

“For the time being,” she replied with a grin. “Why
are you out here anyway?”

“To let you know the Hunters will be leaving
soon.”

“Thanks, but I already knew,” she replied. “I just
wish I had more time to dry my clothes.”

“I can help you with that,” Daniel said, taking a
step forward. Two wolves quickly looked up and he stopped dead in
his tracks. “Are you sure it’s safe?” he asked.

“As long as you don’t do anything to annoy them or
me, you are perfectly safe.”

He swallowed hard and slowly walked toward her,
never taking his eyes off the wolf. Taking a deep breath, he places
his hands on her shoulders.

She looked at him curiously.

“You did say, you were going to help dry my clothes,
right?”

“What? Yeah… of course… what… what did you think?”
he stammered.

She laughed “I was just asking.”

He closed his eyes, and fell into his Edge. She
smelled the magic first. It wasn’t the same smell as when he tried
to save Captain Jax. Instead of an ocean, she was reminded of the
old lake back home, if it could be called a lake. It was more like
a pond, but everyone called it a lake. Then she saw the blue
strands slowly flow from his fingertips, and wrap themselves around
her. She wondered what he would do, if he could see all the places
his magic touched. She thought about teasing him, but refrained
when she started to feel the effects. The water was being drawn
from her clothes, all of her clothes. It was a bit invasive but at
least she was dry. The magic faded when he removed his hands from
her.

“That was interesting,” she said with a mischievous
grin.

“What? What’s so funny?” he asked.

She laughed. “As if you didn’t know.”

“What? Know what?”

“Nothing. Just tell them I’m on my way,” She said as
she started to clean up her campsite.

When she exited the forest, the wolves remained
behind, but the ravens followed. They took to the air around her,
circling the sky. The soldiers watched her carefully, as she
approached the camp. They didn’t say anything, but then, they
didn’t have to. She already knew what they thought of her. Ignoring
them, she headed toward the paddock where Grim was already
waiting.

-You’re looking better.-

He said.

“Feel better,” she replied. “Ready to go
riding?”

-As long as we’re not heading into a pack of those
damned dogs.-

“Let’s hope not. I didn’t sense any around, anyway,
so I think we’re safe, for the time being.”

-Saved you something-

Grim said, motioning to his feeding trough. When she
looked in, she saw the carrots he had pushed to one side.

“You know you should be eating these,” She said when
she retrieved them. “They’re good for you.”

-I hate carrots-

“Fine, when we get to Forthbar, I’ll see if I can’t
score you an apple pie,” she said as she pulled herself up onto his
back. Leaving the campsite, they headed to where the other Hunters
had gathered.

-So, why are we invited on this little trip?-

Grim asked.

“Because I’m that good,” she replied.

-Wonderful, now she’s having delusions of
grandeur.-

“Actually, I think they just want to keep an eye on
me.”

-Why, in case you go bonkers, loopy, dodgy, nuts,
spastic?-

“Will you knock it off?”

-Coo-coo, crazy, one foot short of a yardstick.-

“One foot… what?”

-I don’t know, I was running out.-

“Are you okay, Kile” Folkstaff asked, coming up
alongside her. Ever since that night in Moran, her old survival
instructor has been keeping a close eye on her.

“Yes, sir,” she quickly replied.

He looked at her carefully. “Are you sure you’re up
for this?”

“Trust me. I’ll be better once I’m away from
here.”

“Fair enough.”

 


There were five other Hunters in the scouting party,
and although Folkstaff was officially in charge, they were taking
orders from Erin. The only other Hunter, Kile knew, or at the very
least, had previous contact with, was Larks. She had not seen him
since her days at the Academy, and then, very briefly, during the
breaking of the siege of Moran. The bandage was off his head and
his hair was pulled back in a ponytail. He had striking features,
more so than she remembered. The first time they had met, she tried
to pull him off his horse. It was a simple misunderstanding.

She was surprised to learn he was still only a Level
Five, since he was one of the better students in their class. She
figured he would, at least, be a Level Four, possible a Level
Three, by now. Since she was a Level Three, she technically
outranked him.

-Oh, wonderful, company.-

Grim complained when Larks steered his palomino
toward them.

“Mind your manners,” she whispered.

-It is good to see you again, Kile-

The horse said when she came alongside them.

“It is good to see you too, Lionora. How have you
been?” she asked.

-I have been well, thank you.-

“He’s treating you all right, then.”

-Oh yes, he has been a wonderful master.-

Kile turned and looked at Larks. “Good, that’s what
I want to hear,” she said with a grin.

“What has my horse been telling you?” Lark asked a
bit nervously.

Kile laughed. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about,” she replied.

“So, you really can… you know… talk to animals.”

“I don’t know where you heard that.”

Now it was Larks’ turn to laugh.

“It’s all over Forthbar,” he said.

“What is?”

“That you can talk to animals, that the dogs do your
bidding, and you can use birds to survey the surrounding area.”

Kile stared at the young Hunter.

“How do you know this?” she asked.

“I’ve watched most of your stories,” Larks
replied.

“My what?”

“Your stories. You know, the ones that Hunter puts
on back in Forthbar.”

“What Hunter?”

“The little guy, I think he was in our class at the
Academy.”

“Alex,” she replied, as if she didn’t know. Daniel
had warned her about this; about Alex’s collection of new stories,
but where was he getting his information from?

“Yeah, that’s him.” Larks said with a grin. “He’s
really good. He creates these wonderful illusions and narrates the
stores and everything. It’s his Legend of the Wild Hunter series,
or so he says. It’s really something, if you get a chance to watch
them.”

“Wonderful,” Kile replied. “I’m going to strangle
that little gulrik.”

“Sorry?”

“Nothing.”

“Well, I wouldn’t worry too much. The hero in his
stories doesn’t look much like you.” Larks said, looking Kile over.
He was looking a little too closely. “The only reason I knew, was
because he told one about the siege of Moran.”

“Figures.”

Lark’s laughed. “You know, it’s kind of nice to have
someone to talk to for a change.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“This mission, it’s been rather boring,” he said
with a sigh. “Back in Swanford, where I was sent before the war, I
ran messages between towns and I got to know a lot of people. Back
there, they liked seeing Hunters. Here, not so much. The military
doesn’t really trust us, so we end up sitting around, doing
nothing. I thought this mission would be different. I mean, don’t
get me wrong, I don’t really want to get into any battles or
anything, and I definitely wouldn’t want to go through what you did
back in Moran, I just wanted a bit of, I don’t know,
excitement.”

-He wants excitement, what an idiot.-

Grim snorted.

Kile ignored the pony. “Well, you are traveling with
other Hunters. That’s something, isn’t it?”

“You would think, but, they don’t really talk to
me.”

“Why not?” she asked.

“I’m the junior member. I’m still only a Level Five.
The only time they need me is if they want to send a message and
Steele isn’t around.”

The way he said Steele’s name, Kile got the
impression he was jealous of the Hunter. It didn’t really surprise
her. Steele had a tendency to rub people the wrong way. In truth,
he has a strong personality and sometimes lays in on a bit
thick.

“Steele’s not all that bad,” Kile added.

“Oh no, Steele’s all right. He’s been great. He
taught me a few tricks about my Edge that came in useful. He was
also the one who talked Hunter Silvia into letting me join them for
the first assault on Moran, but he doesn’t stick around too long.
He’s always busy, always in demand.”

“He does what he does best, and he’s good at it,”
Kile replied.

“Yeah, I suppose.”

Kile looked around at the other riders. Erin and
Folkstaff remained on the road, but the other Hunters started to
fan out. The group appeared to know what it was doing, and she was
starting to feel like the odd man out again.

“So, you’ve been here before. What does one do in a
scouting party?” she asked.

“Whatever you can. Master Folkstaff keeps telling me
to keep my eyes and ears open, but it doesn’t do much good, not
with those two around,” he said, pointing to two riders who were a
few lengths ahead of them on the road.

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, you see that guy over there.” Larks said,
motioning to the tall, lean, bald headed, Hunter who was riding a
bay roan. “That’s Certified Level Three Hunter, Cort Sias. They
say, with his Edge, he can hear a mouse pass wind ten miles
away.”

“Sounds like a useful skill.” Kile replied.

“It is, when you’re on recon.”

“What about the other Hunter?” Kile asked, pointing
to a dark haired man with a long braided goatee.

“Oh, that one, that’s Rien Bere. He’s a Level Two.
He has the eyes. If Cort can hear it, Rien can see it.”

“Do they often work together?”

“As far as I know, yeah,” Larks replied.

The idea of partnering up with another Hunter did
sound appealing. She could see the advantages, but would she really
want to work with another Hunter? She enjoyed her solitude. Being
on the road alone, not having to answer to anyone, not having to
compromise or argue with anyone, that’s really the only way to
travel. The last month, being a member of Perha Squad was an
experience, but not one she would want to continue. Everything
turned into a debate, and nothing ever got done. Being on her own,
she never had those problems, of course, with Grim and Vesper, she
was never alone.

“Do you enjoy being a Hunter?” she asked.

“Sometimes, I guess. As I said, it was better before
the war. At least then, I felt useful, now, not so much. I just
thought, you know, it was going to be… different.”

“I know what you mean,” Kile replied. This wasn’t
exactly what she signed on for either.

“All in all, I guess it’s better than the family
business.” Larks added.

“Why, what does your family do?”

“They’re rat catchers. My father is a rat catcher.
My brother, my brother-in-law, my uncle, they’re all rat
catchers.”

“Charming.”

“Tell me about it,” he laughed. “I couldn’t do it.
Don’t get me wrong, I respect my father, but I couldn’t do what he
does. So, when I turned fourteen, I took the entry examination. I
thought, being a Hunter had to be better than being a rat
catcher.”

“My family were farmers,” Kile replied. “My father
was a farmer and his father before him. Now my brother has taken
over the business, if you can call it a business.”

“And what? You couldn’t see yourself as a farmer?”
Larks asked.

“It was more than that,” she replied. “It was…
personal. Let’s just say, my father had other plans.”

“Don’t they all? My father didn’t really want me to
follow in the family business, he wanted me to make a name for
myself, go into a proper trade. I don’t think he really meant the
Hunter’s Guild, but he was proud when I graduated.”

“I can’t say the same about my father. He…”

Before she could finish her sentence, everything
shifted out of focus and she suddenly found herself staring down at
the world around her. It was so quick, and so disorienting, she
thought she had slipped out of her reality again, and fallen into
the darkness. But it wasn’t dark. The sun was still shining as
clouds rolled across the sky, and some of those clouds were rolling
under her. She was flying, higher than she had ever flown
before.

It took her a few moments to get her bearings, to
see the world through a different set of eyes. But, once she
realized what was happening, once she realized there was no danger,
she quickly embraced her new found freedom.

Seeing Callor stretched out below her, the province
didn’t seem nearly as big, or as powerful as people made it out to
be. It was just another large plot of land, dotted with a few towns
and farms. There was nothing to distinguish it from any other
province. Even the road, she was riding on, was no more than a thin
line drawn across the landscape. It winds its way through the hills
and across the fields, branching out this way and that, unit one of
those lines reached, what had to be the city of Forthbar.

As she got closer, she was able to see more detail,
but it wasn’t the city she was focused on, but the road. Someone or
something was heading west, and moving at a fairly decent speed. If
it kept to this course, it would reach the scouting party within
minutes. Breaking the connection, she quickly returned to her own
body. Fortunately, she was still riding Grim and hadn’t fallen off
the mountain pony when she zoned out.

“Kile, what’s wrong?” Larks asked. The urgency in
his voice, could only mean, that this wasn’t the first time he
asked her that question.

She didn’t reply, instead, she quickly turned Grim
off the road and cut across the open field. Looking up, she found
the eagle she had shared the vision with. He was already answering
her call.

It was a large white tailed eagle, larger than even
Lindear, the vulture from the wastelands. With a wingspan wider
than Kile was tall, he flew over her head and landed on one of the
branches of a large oak tree. She could hear the wood creaking as
it bent under his weight. Grabbing Vesper, Kile quickly shoved him
into the satchel. It wasn’t worth taking any chances. Most birds
had a tendency of viewing the yarrow as a light snack.

“Show me, please,” she said when she reached the
eagle.

Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge, and the
eagle showed her what he wanted her to see. He took her down
through the mountain valleys, across the open plains and over the
tall city of Forthbar. There was quite a bit of activity going on
in the streets. People were running around, shouting and waving,
but there was no fear, or sense of danger. It appeared to be a
celebration of sorts. Was the war over, she wondered? That would be
too much to hope for. As the eagle circled once more, she saw a
line of riders, moving through the streets. They were carrying the
banner of the kings. Was the King in Forthbar? After one more
circle, the eagle passed over the western walls, and took her along
the road leading out of the city. It was there, she spotted the
rider, and knew it had to be the figure she has seen moving west
along the road. Only when she got closer did she realized it
couldn’t be a rider, mainly because he had no horse.

“Steele.” She said when she came back down to earth.
Steele was on his way with news of the King’s arrival, and he was
moving fast. “Thank you, my friend,” she said to the eagle.

Spreading his great wings, he took to the sky. Kile
watched him go and wished she could follow him. She was about to
return to the road to inform the others, but didn’t have to go very
far. The other Hunters had gathered behind her, a safe distance
behind her, but behind her nevertheless.

“What is it, Kile?” Erin asked.

Folkstaff was watching her very closely. Was he
eager for news, or was he looking for some sign she was going to go
feral again? Lark was staring at her in awe, and Cort and Rien just
looked confused.

“Steele is on his way,” She told Erin. “He’s brining
news of the Kings arrival in Forthbar.”

“Are you sure?” Folkstaff asked, he couldn’t hide
the skepticism in his voice. “The King isn’t expected in
Forthbar.”

“Well, he’s there,” she replied. “Whether he’s
supposed to be there or not, that’s his problem.”

Why did everyone always question her information?
Was it the source, or was it her they distrusted?

Cort rode forward and turned to Folkstaff. “I
haven’t heard anything, sir,” he said.

“Steele’s still some distance away, but given his
speed, he should be here soon,” Kile replied.

“Either way, we keep moving,” Folkstaff said,
turning his horse back to the road.

Why did she even bother?

When they reached the road, they spread out again.
Cort and Rien took the lead while Larks and Kile followed up the
rear.

“So, did that eagle really tell you the King was in
Forthbar?” Larks asked.

“Told me, showed me, he would have drawn me a
picture if I asked him too, but I doubt if anyone would have
believed me, even then.”

“Well, I for one believe you.”

Kile smiled. “Thanks,” she said.

“I mean, I’ve heard most of Alex’s stories, and if
even half of them are true, then you, getting information from a
bird, is normal.”

“Well, don’t believe everything Alex says. Most of
his stories are exaggerated.”

“Someone’s coming.” Cort shouted.

Folkstaff held up his hand, the riders stopped and
waited. It was only a matter of time before they heard from
Rien.

“I see him, it looks to be a Hunter,” he called
out.

“Gee, I wonder who that could be.” Kile shouted.

Folkstaff looked over his shoulder at her, Erin held
back a laugh.

It wasn’t long before the runner came around the
corner. He kicked up rocks and dirt when he slid to a stop.

“Didn’t expect to see you guys here,” Steele said,
catching his breath.

“Funny, we were kind of expecting to see you,” Erin
replied. “What’s the report?”

“The King has made an unexpected arrival in
Forthbar.” Kile replied.

Steele looked over at her. “Yeah, how did you
know?”

“He was riding a white and black horse. Two men,
wearing dark robes, rode on either side of him, six of his house
guards rode behind him…” she continued.

“I get the point.” Folkstaff replied. “Sorry I
doubted you.”

“That’s all I wanted to hear.”

-You are getting devious-

Grim added.

“Well, there is something more.” Steele said,
looking around at the others Hunters. “Although, it’s not
official.”

“What is it?” Folkstaff asked.

“Those two men, who rode on either side of King
Roland, rumor has it, they aren’t men at all. They’re Alva.”

There was a moment of silence as the Hunters
exchanged looks. To each, that news meant something different.

“How reliable is this information?” Folkstaff
finally asked.

“Not very,” Steele said.

“Alva? There hasn’t been an Alva around here since
before the Mudd Wars.” Erin added.

That wasn’t entirely true, Kile knew of at least
one.

“As I said, it’s not very reliable.” Steele
replied.

“Yes, but if it’s true, what do they want? And why
now?” Erin asked.

“I suppose, we’ll just have to wait and see.”
Folkstaff said. He took off his hat and brushed back his hair. “I,
for one, am not going to speculate on something which may not even
be true,” he said, turning to Steele. “You better get on to Lord
Bollen, he’ll want to know about the King’s arrival.”

“And what of the Alva?” Steele asked.

“I wouldn’t pass that information around, not yet,
not until it can be verified.”

“Then I better get on my way.” Steele said. He
turned and pointed at Kile. “And you, young lady, are you trying to
replace me?”

“No one can replace you, Steele,” she replied.

“That's what I want to hear.” He said with a grin,
and then he was gone.

It kind of surprised her on how fast Hunters,
influenced by the sphere of air, could move. One moment he was
standing in front of her, the next, he was but a small spot of the
horizon.

They pushed on, for the rest of the afternoon,
stopping only once for a light meal of hardtack and water before
setting off again. There were no more visitors, save for Bakara,
who delivered updates of the surroundings. When the raven came to
report in, the other Hunters would stop and stare. It was a little
uncomfortable, being watched, while she surveyed the area. The
information was always the same, nothing on the road, nothing
ahead. Strangely enough, she kind of felt guilty, she didn’t have
anything more to tell them.

By late afternoon, the walls of Forthbar came into
view. It was not as large as Azintar or Littenbeck, but larger than
most of the cities Kile had visited. When they approached the
gatehouse, one of the soldiers came out to greet them.

“Major Folkstaff, Lady Silvia, it is good to see you
back, did you have any troubles on the road?” the old guard
asked.

He was a stout man, with a good-natured face, round
and likeable. He had tufts of gray hair circling a bald head and a
bushy mustache which concealed his mouth.

“No more than usual,” Folkstaff replied. “So, word
has it, the King has arrived in Forthbar.”

The soldier looked surprised at first, and then
shook his head. “I should have expected the Hunters would know of
the news before anyone else. The King arrived just this morning. He
is waiting for Lord Bollen at the keep.”

“His Lordship should be arriving by evening, if he
stays a good pace,” Folkstaff added. “So, tell me Warden, what is
this rumor I’ve heard about the Alva.”

There was another look of surprise on the guard's
face. “It is true, what they say, no information escapes a Hunter’s
ear,” he laughed.

“I’m afraid my ears have not heard much on this
matter,” Folkstaff replied, “What do you know about it?”

The guard looked over his shoulder, and then
carefully approached Folkstaff’s horse. “You have not heard it from
me, sir,” he said in a whisper, “But it is true, two Alva have
accompanied the King to the city. It is said, they bring news of a
great Alverian army, which is coming to aid in the destruction of
the Uhyre. The war should be over before the first snow falls, or
so they say.”

“That would truly be a blessing,” Folkstaff replied.
“But, if I was you, Warden, I would not lay down my weapon just
yet.”

“This is true,” the guard laughed. “It is often the
news, which flies fastest, files false.”

The old soldier turned and headed back to the guard
house, he waved to the gate and the great doors slowly opened.

“Good watch, Warden,” Folkstaff said to the guard,
before leading the Hunters into the city.

Forthbar was a hub of activity, but not in a chaotic
way. Stores and shops were open, while people went about their
business, as if the war, just outside their walls, didn’t even
exist. It was a strange sense of disconnection from the world
outside. Kile watched it all and suddenly felt boxed in. She wanted
nothing more than to turn Grim around and head back out into the
wild. There were too many people, too many sounds, too many
smells.

“What do you make of it?” Erin asked when they
crossed under the wall.

Kile quickly look over at the Hunter, but realized
the question was no aim at her.

“A great Alverian army?” Folkstaff laughed. “If
there was such a thing.”

“So, there is no army?” Larks asked. There was
definitely a note of disappointment in his voice. He was as eager
as anyone else, to see the end of the war.

“I seriously doubt it,” Folkstaff replied. “I’m not
even sure those men, who rode with the King, were Alva.”

“Men of Balaa, maybe,” Rien added. “I don’t suppose
any guard here would know the difference.”

“And you would?” Cort asked.

“Of course I would,” Rien replied. “I could spot an
Alva a mile off, literally.” He laughed.

“Rien, take Cort and Larks, and go to the hospital.
Inform then there are more wounded on their way, then get over to
the Guild house and tell them what happened. See if they have any
more information on our visitors.”

“Will do, sir,” Rien replied.

“I’ll see you around, Kile.” Larks said before
following the other two Hunters.

She watched them disappear down the streets,
swallowed up by the masses. It was almost as if they drowned in a
sea of faceless people.

“Kile?”

She turned to see Erin riding beside her.

“Everything all right?” the Hunter asked.

“Fine,” she replied. “There are just… so many
vir.”

Erin looked at her with a mixture of curiosity and
concern.

“Forthbar is the largest city in the Callor
province.” Folkstaff added. “So, stay close and try not to get
lost.”

“Where are we going?” Kile asked.

“To see Colonel Barshed. He’ll want to speak with
you.”

“To me, why me?”

“You are the commanding officer of Perha Squad.”

“Still?”

“Until Barshed says otherwise,” Folkstaff said as he
led them onto one of the side roads.

The streets were fairly clean when compared to most
of the cities Kile was unfortunate enough to find herself in. The
buildings were tall, most of them over three stories, and, like
walls of stone, they closed in on her. Vacant windows stared down,
seeming to watch her ride through the narrow corridors. She felt
she was back in the crags and found herself checking out the
rooftops for signs of the Valgar. Erin rode alongside her and the
worried look on her face was still there.

With all the twist and turns, Folkstaff led them
through, Kile was sure she would never be able to find her way back
to the gatehouse. It wasn’t until they came to a long, narrow
building, surrounded by a tall fence, with guards posted outside,
did the Hunter finally stop. There were no markings on the
building, but with the sheer number of soldiers in the courtyard,
it was easily identified as a military base.

Dismounting, Folkstaff handed the reins to Erin
before approaching one of the guards. The guard, a tall, middle
aged man, extended his hand in greeting. Kile couldn’t make out
what they were saying, but the guard kept glancing over in her
direction, and she didn’t like the expression on his face. Looking
around the compound, she noticed a few of the other soldiers
wearing the same expression. How many of these men spent their
nights in the pub listening to Alex tell his stories, she
wondered?

“Is there a problem?” Erin asked when Folkstaff
returned.

“No, no problem,” he replied.

Kile’s old feelings of paranoia were starting to
return. She thought she left those back at the Academy. Something
wasn’t right, and by the way the guards were eyeing her, she had a
feeling she knew what it was.

“What about the horses?” She asked when Erin
dismounted.

“They’ll be fine.” Folkstaff assured her. “They will
be taken to the stables.”

Kile reluctantly dismounted. Turning to Grim, she
whispered in his ear.

“You be good, please,” she begged.

-If you need me, you know how to get a hold of
me,-

He replied.

Vesper took his place on Kile’s shoulder as Grim
followed the other horses to the stables. The soldier, who was
supposed to be leading Grim, followed behind. Without the mountain
pony beside her, she suddenly felt very vulnerable.

Folkstaff led them through the gate into the
compound where they ascended a flight of stairs to the main
building. It was an old, regal looking building with rows of
columns along the front wall. Windows were hidden behind shutters
as if the building was keeping secrets from the rest of the city.
Kile felt completely out of place. This was not the same military
setup as base camp Riley. Grim-looking soldiers, decked out in full
field armor, stood on either side of the door. A square-headed man
with a close-cropped haircut approached them.

“Your weapons will be stored in the atrium,” she
heard the man tell Folkstaff. The Hunter was already removing his
sword before he even reached the guard. He handed it over without a
word. Erin wasn’t as accommodating.

“Since when?” she asked.

“Just do it.” Folkstaff whispered.

Kile saw the two Hunter’s exchanged a look and Erin
glanced in her direction, before reluctantly handing over her sword
to the square-headed man. Kile looked back over the compound and
noted a few things out of place. For starters, all the soldiers
were watching her until she made eye contact when they looked away.
But what really caught her attention was the fact that there were
no dogs. Jax explained to her that dogs had become an intricate
part of the Callor military, and yet there were no dogs in the
compound. There were bowls of dog food, but no dogs. Even the
stables were vacant. Why take the horse someplace else, when there
were perfectly good stables going unused? The only answer she could
come up with, which made any sense, was that this was all for her
benefit. News reached the Colonel, and they weren’t taking any
chances. They removed all the animals from the area, and now they
wanted to strip her of her weapons. Were they really that afraid of
her? She handed her Lann over to the square headed guard who
quickly passed them off to one of the other soldiers. It was almost
as if he feared having them in his possession for too long. Only
when the guard was satisfied, that all weapons had been accounted
for, did he open the doors and lead them through.

It was dark, cold and damp. Torches lit the way, but
they did little to provide any real light or warmth. It was almost
as if they were there just for show. The square-headed soldier led
them down the hall to a closed door. He knocked three times, before
someone inside opened it. Stepping back, he waved them in.

The room was well-furnished, a little too
extravagant for Kile’s taste. There were long, overstuffed, sofas
on one side of the room, and a huge mahogany desk, on the other.
Painting and banners adorn the walls and a fire in the hearth
provided a bit of warmth.

An old man sat behind the large desk, and after
scribbling a few things on a few papers, he rolled them up and
handed them to the young soldier who stood behind him. The soldier
quickly exited the room, nodding to Folkstaff on his way out while
the man behind the desk slowly got to his feet.

Unlike most of the soldiers Kile had known, Barshed
wasn’t very tall, or very broad. In fact, he looked nothing like a
soldier, or a colonel for that matter. If she had to guess, she
would have said he looked like a cobbler. He was old and thin, with
rather long arms. He had very little hair on his head, and what
hair he had was gray. His back was bent and he seemed to have a
little trouble walking as he made his way around to the front of
the desk. All in all, Kile had the feeling she had seen him
before.

“It is good to see you safe, my friend.” He said,
extending a shaky hand to Folkstaff. “Is Lord Bollen well?”

“He is well and should be here this evening,
Colonel.” Folkstaff replied.

“Good, good, well done.” Barshed said before turning
to Erin. “Lady Silvia, it is good to see you back.”

“It is good to be back, Colonel.” Erin replied,
clasping the old man’s hand.

“All went well, then?”

“As well as could be expected.”

“It is as much as we can ask.” he replied. “We miss
you around here.”

“It would seem thing have changed since I was gone.”
Erin added.

Folkstaff shot her a look, Barshed shook his head
and sighed.

“Just routine precaution, nothing more,” he replied,
although it didn’t sound like he believed it.

“It’s because of me,” Kile said from the back of the
room.

The Colonel looked past Erin at her.

“No, child, what makes you think that?” he
asked.

“I’m sure it’s just standard procedure,” Folkstaff
added.

“Is it?” she asked. “I have the feeling I was the
only one who was meant to have their weapons taken away. I see
you’ve also emptied these kennels and the stables. I wouldn’t be
surprised if you had archers on the roof keeping the sky clear of
birds.”

Folkstaff turned on her.

“Hunter, mind where you are,” he shouted.

“No, do not silence her.” Barshed said, holding up a
hand. “She is observant, and she speaks her mind. That is rare, in
these days.” He stepped past Erin and approached her. Kile was
surprised to see the Colonel was no taller than she was. “You are
correct, Ms. Veller. Only you were to relinquish your Lann before
entering, but your commanding officer, Master Folkstaff, thought it
would be easier if all of you were required to do so. As for the
dogs, they have been taken to another kennel, off site, as have the
horses, but I assure you, there are no archers, nor were any birds
harmed. I am sorry for the deception, and the lack of trust.”

“It’s all right. I’m getting used to it,” she
replied.

“Master Folkstaff, Lady Silvia, if you could please
wait outside,” the Colonel said, addressing the two Hunters. “I
would like to speak with Hunter Veller alone, if I may.”

“Yes, of course.” Folkstaff replied. He placed his
hand upon Erin’s shoulder and turned her to the door. Erin was
reluctant at first, but eventually followed. When the door closed,
the Colonel returned to his desk.

“Now we have a chance to speak, you and I,” He said,
taking a seat.

“Seriously,” Kile replied. “What happen to all that
talk about Hunters not owning anything or having any trappings,”
she said, looking around the room.

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

“At first, I wasn’t sure. My mind hasn’t been right
since I entered the crags outside of Coopervill. There are some
things I just can’t trust anymore,” she said, walking around the
office. “But when you said, ‘only my Lann were to be taken’, then I
knew.”

“Knew what?” he asked.

“Knew who you were.”

“I don’t think I understand, child.”

“Please, do we really have to go through this again,
Master Latherby? Or is it Luke?”

Barshed laughed. “I knew I couldn’t fool you for
long,” he said.

His face seemed to distort and melt before her eyes
and the old, friendly-faced Colonel was replaced by the Academy’s
stablehand.

“Was that the only thing that gave me away?” he
asked, brushing back his long blonde hair.

“Not the only thing,” Kile replied. “Your voice, for
one, it was too strong, too young for a man your age, or the age of
the man you were.”

He laughed. “Yes, it gets confusing sometimes.”

“There was also your smell, although, that’s not
something anyone could pick up, and then there’s Vesper. You didn’t
even give him a second glance.” She said, stroking the yarrow’s
head. “Most people I meet, when Vesper is with me, always have
something to say. It was almost as if you expected him to be
sitting on my shoulder.”

“I must be slipping in my old age.” he laughed.

“To tell you the truth, I wasn’t sure at first, as I
said. I haven’t been in my right mind lately.”

“So I’ve heard,” Luke replied. “Do you wish to tell
me about it?”

“There isn’t anything to tell. I’m going insane, and
it’s only a matter of time before I take one too many trips and
can’t find my way back.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“I need to see Morgan. Can you arrange it?” she
asked.

“I’m afraid that’s out of my hands.” He replied.
“The Tower doors are closed. We haven’t heard from the mystics
since the war began. They don’t get involved with such trivial
matters as the destruction of a kingdom.”

“I was hoping to get a hold of Alex. I think he’s
still in touch with Emara. If anyone could get me in to see Morgan,
she could.”

“Well, Hunter Bartlow is still here. He’s been
spending his time between the hospital and the local drinking
establishments.” Luke laughed. “You know, He’s been telling your
stories.”

“So I heard,” she replied.

“They’re really quite enjoyable.”

“You’ve watched them?”

“Well, not as Colonel Barshed, but as a simple
soldier from Blackmoore.” Luke said, getting to his feet. “You have
to admit, your friend has a flair for the dramatics. He’ll make
quite a bard someday.”

“So… he’s okay?”

“His Hunter days are behind him, but he’s a
resilient young man. He’ll bounce back. I’m certain even you agree,
he was never going to make it as a Hunter.”

“They said the same thing about me.”

“And you quit, once.” Luke reminded her.

“I was a fool to return.”

“Maybe, but I’m glad you did. If you hadn’t reached
Moran when you did, things would have been different.”

“Captain Jax might still be alive.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” Luke said, leaning
against his desk. “Maybe you should tell me everything, from the
day you joined Perha Squad.”

Kile laughed. “I didn’t join Perha Squad, I was
assigned to Perha Squad, you assigned me to Perha
Squad.”

“Yes, I did. You were the only one available.”

“No, I wasn’t. Marcus was available and more
qualified. If he had been out there instead of me, Perha Squad
wouldn’t be in the state it’s in now.”

“You can’t be sure about that.”

“Oh yes I can.”

If Marcus had gone, instead of her, he could have
convinced Wargner to take the alternate route, if he had thought of
it. He could have stopped the Sergeant from making the boneheaded
decision of attacking a town full of valrik. Then again, Marcus was
always caught up in the need for fame. He would have been right
beside Wargner when he entered Coopervill.

Kile relayed the story of everything that happened
from the time she left base camp Riley up to the present, when she
first set foot into Forthbar. She told him about her experiences
with the reptilian wolves, even if she didn’t understand them fully
herself. In some way, it was cleansing, to get everything off her
chest with someone who might understand; who wasn’t going to judge
her or label her mad. Luke quietly listened. When she was finished,
she collapsed on the overstuffed sofa. She was exhausted. Luke
began to pace the floor. She could tell he was trying to figure
things out, putting things in their proper places. He looked
troubled.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Wargner,” he replied.

“What about him?” She refrained from giving her
personal thoughts on the man. It just didn’t seem right, to speak
ill of the dead.

“Did he ever tell you why he wanted to retake
Coopervill, or even hint at something which might be a reason?”

Kile laughed. “He hardly told me anything. To him, I
was just extra baggage. Maybe he said something to Sandson or
Tullner, but he didn’t tell me anything prior to going into
Coopervill, and afterward, well, he couldn’t tell anybody
anything.”

“Kile.”

“What? Hey, look, I’m sorry the man’s dead, but I’m
not going to sit here and praise his name. He was a fool. A lot of
good soldiers died because of him. If I didn’t know better, which I
don’t, I would have said he was on a suicide mission.”

“That’s just it,” Luke said, taking a seat opposite
her. “He was never supposed to enter Coopervill. Perha Squad’s
mission was to observe, not to engage.”

“Did he know that?” Kile asked. “The way he spoke,
he was under the impression that the valrik forces were minimal. He
probably thought he could win the war single handedly.”

“I don’t know,” Luke said, running his hands through
is hair. “It’s just out of character. Sergeant Wargner was a good
man, a good soldier. He was a bit hardnosed at times, but that’s
what made him a good commander. That’s why we trusted him with the
mission.”

“Who’s we?” she asked. “And how is it you’re a part
of this. I mean, how can you be an officer in the King’s Command
and head of the Hunter’s Guild, not to mention a stablehand at the
Academy and who knows how many other occupations?”

“Believe me, it’s not easy,” he laughed. “When
you’ve been around as long as I have, you tend to overstay certain
faces. During one of my lives, I took some time away from the Guild
and joined the Azintar corps as Benjamin Barshed. I was looking for
something new, something exciting. I thought I could incorporate
some of the basic training into the Academy. I worked my way up the
ranks and retired as Colonel Barshed. When the war started, they
sought me out and called me out of retirement. I know I should have
ended Barshed’s life a long time ago, but I have so few faces which
I can look back on fondly.”

“So, you came back?”

“Under the circumstances, it seemed like the right
idea. The military wasn’t very fond of the Hunters, not after what
happened last year. I thought, as Colonel Barshed of the King’s
Command, I could undo the seeds of mistrust Andrew Drain planted.
It hasn’t been easy. There are forces working against me, and I
have yet to identify them.”

Luke got up and walked across the room to a small
table tucked in the corner. He popped the top of a decanter and
poured himself a glass of something.

“Do you need a drink before Colonel Barshed makes a
reappearance?” He asked.

“I don’t think so,” Kile replied. “My mind’s already
messed up as it is.”

He swirled the drink in his glass before taking a
sip, then placed it on his desk.

“I supposed we should get the others back in here,
unless there is anything else.”

“There is one thing,” Kile said, sitting up. “A
favor.”

“Anything, if it’s in my power to do so.”

“It might not be in your power, but it is in Colonel
Barshed’s power,” she replied. “I promoted Private Tullner to
Sergeant of Perha Squad, and Sandson to Corporal, Tullner said it
was only temporary, unless Colonel Barshed authorizes it. I was
wondering if…”

“Consider it done,” Luke laughed. “Anything
else?”

“Well, there is one more thing.”

“Out with it.”

“The Alva.”

“You’ve heard.”

“By now, I think everyone knows, or maybe they
don’t. Is it true? Have they returned?”

“I don’t know about returned, but the two men seen
with King Roland, were indeed of the Alva race.”

“So, why are they here? What did they say?”

Luke shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

 

“You haven’t spoken to them?” she asked.

“You have to understand, Kile. The Alva and the vir
saw things differently. They didn’t agree on much. By choosing to
stay among the vir, I chose my path a long time ago. To them, I’m
an outcast.”

“You don’t know that?”

“No, that’s true. But it wouldn’t do for me to come
forth now, not with everything in motion. I want to stay my hand
until I see what’s played.”

“You don’t trust them, do you?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I know my kin. I know what they are
capable of doing. I know how they feel toward the vir, but I don’t
know what they are doing here.” Luke said, moving across the room
to the door. As he did, the face of the stablehand melted into the
form of the kindly old Colonel. It was so effortless, Kile wasn’t
even sure she saw it. All she knew was, Luke reached for the door
handle, but Colonel Barshed opened the door.

“You may come in now, I learned what I needed.”
Colonel Barshed said, stepping aside.

Folkstaff and Erin entered, followed by a young man,
who looked a bit nervous. Kile didn’t recognize him, but he seemed
to know who she was. He glanced in her direction and quickly
diverted his eyes. She could only assume he visited a few of the
local pubs. She was earning a reputation without even trying.

“Are you all right?” Erin asked her.

“I should say so.” Barshed replied. “I didn’t have
to use torture, if that’s what you mean.” he laughed.

“Sir,” The young man stepped forward. “I bring a
message from Lord Bollen. His Lordship wishes for you to attend a
gathering at the keep tonight, in honor of his Royal Highness, High
King Roland Waltair III.”

“Tonight? I see,” Barshed said, sipping the last of
his drink. “It would appear my day has just gotten longer. No rest
for the wicked. Master Folkstaff, Lady Silvia, would you care to
join me. Kile, I believe you have an appointment with a bard at the
hospital.”

Kile jumped to her feet. “Thank you, sir.”

“Uh, sir,” The messenger stammered. “They want
Hunter Veller there as well.”

“Me? Why me?” she asked.

“I’m afraid they didn’t say, ma’am. Only that you
were to accompany Colonel Barshed.”

Barshed looked concerned. “I see,” he said, stroking
his chin. Kile should have told him that Guild Master Latherby
always did that when he was thinking. It was another one of his
tells. “Very well, please let his highness know we will be there.
And tell the sergeant at the door to have my carriage waiting.”

“As you wish, sir,” The messenger replied, and
quickly exited the room.

“Is this wise?” Erin asked.

“It will be fine.” Folkstaff assured her as he
poured himself a drink.

Kile knew what they meant, what they were worried
about, even if they wouldn’t give it voice. If she went feral, in
the presence of the King, it would tarnish the reputation of the
Hunter’s Guild, worse than it already was.

“Come, it’s won’t do any good to keep his highness
waiting.” Barshed said as he directed them to the door.

They followed the Colonel down the hall and into the
courtyard, where a two-horse carriage was waiting. A footman opened
the carriage door and helped Barshed in. Kile followed, then Erin
and finally, Folkstaff. The interior was roomier than the last
carriage Kile had rode in. And the seats were also padded, which
made it a lot more comfortable.

“The perks of being old,” Barshed told her.

The footman climbed up beside the driver and the
carriage started to roll. Looking out the window, Kile watched the
city glide past. It was definitely a nicer way to travel than by
foot or by horseback, although she would never trade Grim for a
carriage, at least, most of the time.

They bumped their way through the city streets,
heading deeper into the heart of Forthbar. It was getting darker,
and Kile was getting hungry. Hard-tack and water were not enough.
They were, of course, heading to the keep, surely there would be
food and drink available for this gathering.

They crossed a small bridge, over a narrow ravine
and passed through the gatehouse to enter the inner ward, where, on
the opposite side, sat the keep. It was, without a doubt, the
largest building in the city, standing five or six stories high and
flanked with towers. There was a lot of activity around the
entrance as more people were arriving. Kile recognized Lord
Bollen’s banner, which now hung outside the door. The carriage
pulled up alongside a few mounted soldiers, and the footman quickly
jumped down. He opened the door and helped the Colonel out. Upon
seeing his arrival, the soldiers quickly came to attention.

Barshed knew his way around the place fairly well
and led them up the stairs to the main entrance. He seemed to
forget himself, or, more precisely, what self he was, as he took
the steps two at a time. Kile wondered how he fooled anybody for
very long, but nobody seemed to take any notice of the old
Colonel’s sudden burst of youthful energy.

The doors of the Keep were wide open and two pikemen
greeted the Colonel when he entered. Kile was in awe. The place was
grand in every way. The foyer was enormous, with huge pillars of
marble supporting the ceiling, some twenty feet above her.
Suspended between them were massive iron chandeliers, each one
holding, what looked to be, a hundred candles. The whole room was
washed in light, giving it a golden glow. The floor was polished to
such a degree, she could see her reflection, and realized that was
a mistake. She tried to flatten down her hair with no luck.

They followed the Colonel up a second flight of
stairs where they merged with a small group of people moving in the
same direction. More guest to the gathering. Barshed started the
introductions, but Kile didn’t really care who they were. It wasn’t
as if she was ever going to run into these people again. Whenever
her name was mentioned, she smiled and nodded in that direction.
Her main focus was on the hall itself. It was no less grand than
the foyers. There were display cabinets along both walls, and they
were filled with curiosities. She desperately wanted to take a
closer look, to see what a Lord keeps on display, but thought
better of it. The guards were already watching her carefully. It
could have been the yarrow on her shoulder, they were interested
in, or it could have been her. She didn’t want to give them any
more reason to be nervous, and decided to stay with the group.

The end of the hall emptied into a large room filled
with even more people Kile didn’t know, nor did she want to. The
whole thing seemed pointless. There was a war going on, wounded in
the hospital, refugees in the streets, and young men on the front
line. So what does the Lord do? He throws a party.

Kile moved off to one side of the room, where she
felt safer, and surveyed the landscape. Folkstaff and Erin were
caught up in a conversation with a tall man dressed in blue robes,
while Barshed was speaking with a young, highly animated soldier
whose hands were flying all over the place. The Colonel had to duck
on two occasions, to avoid getting slapped upside the head. She did
recognize a few other faces. Lord Bollen was present, of course, as
was Lord Kels and Lord Farns, although they were seldom from his
side. She also spotted Tullner on the other side of the room, with
Sandson. They were speaking with someone Kile had never seen
before. Seeing as nobody was taking any notice of her, she sneaked
over to the food table.

It was quite an impressive spread. There was an
assortment of breads, cold meats, fruit, cheeses, tarts, pies,
cakes and jars of jelly. There were even a variety of things to
drink from plain water to something stronger, which smelled awful.
Vesper was already on the table before Kile could stop him. He dove
right into one of the fruit bowls. She quickly pulled him out,
grapes and all, and stuffed him in her satchel before anyone
saw.

“You’ll be safer in there,” She told him while she
looked over the table.

Picking up another bunch of grapes, and a few
apples, she added those to the satchel as well, before making her
way over to the dessert table, where she found a whole apple pie.
What were her chances of sneaking that out to Grim, she wondered?
It wasn’t like she could hide it in her satchel with Vesper. She’d
just end up with one sticky yarrow. She decided to err on the side
of caution, and left the apple pie to itself. Grim would have to go
without, for the moment, unless she could think of a way of taking
it, without being seen. She moved on to the small cakes and
pastries. There were quite a few to choose from and she picked two
which looked safe.

“Well, we meet again.”

Kile spun around, her mouth full of cake. She stared
up at the King.

“Your highness,” she squeaked after swallowing.

“Please, it’s still Roland.” He said, extending his
hand.

She looked up into his eyes. She had forgotten how
handsome he was, and then she remembered she was still holding the
cake. She looked down at the pastry, squished between their
hands.

“I am so sorry,” she said, letting go. It would have
to be one filled with jelly. She quickly grabbed a towel from the
table and started to clean his hand.

Roland laughed. “I have to admit, I haven’t tried
this one yet,” he said, taking the towel from her.

“I am so sorry,” She apologized again. Looking
around for a place to put the squashed cake, she eventually stuffed
it in her satchel, much to Vesper’s delight.

Roland handed her back the towel so she could wipe
the rest of the crumbs from her fingers.

“I was afraid I would never see you again,” he
smiled. “Actually, after your first visit, I wasn’t even sure you
existed.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

Roland laughed. “A beautiful young woman suddenly
appears at my estate one night, unnoticed by my guards, casts a
spell on my dogs, and then vanishes without a trace. Isn’t that
what fairy tales are about?”

“It wasn’t like that, sir.”

“Please, don’t tell me.” He said, interrupting her.
“I want to savory the mystery.”

Kile felt her face flush when the King took her
hand. She quickly looked around the room to see who, if anyone, was
watching.

“Am I keeping you from someone?” he asked.

“No, sir,” she quickly replied. “To tell you the
truth, I’m not even sure why I’m here.”

The King smiled. “Isn’t it obvious? I invited you,”
he said. “When I heard a mysterious red- headed woman was
responsible for routing the enemy forces at the outpost of Moran, I
knew it had to be you.”

“It was nothing, sir.”

“Nothing?” he laughed. “You may not realize it, but
you save Callor from falling into the hand of the Uhyre. Should
Callor have fallen, the province of Azintar would have been next,
which would have led to the collapse of the kingdom. My people and
I are in your debt.”

“I didn’t do it alone,” she replied defensively. “A
lot of the credit should go to the dogs and soldiers of Moran, and,
of course… Captain Jax.”

“Yes, I heard about the Captain.” Roland replied.
“It’s a shame. He was an honorable man.”

“Did you know him?”

“I met him once, although, it was some time ago. You
were fond of him?” he asked.

“He was a good man,” she replied. “Kind of what I
thought a father should be.”

“Didn’t you know your father?”

Kile laughed. “I knew him all too well.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t, and I don’t wish to talk about it.”
she said, stepping away from the table. The King followed.

“I wasn’t lying when I said I was in your debt,” he
added.

“For what?” she asked. “I only did what anyone else
would have done.”

“I think you did a lot more than that, if the
stories can be believed.”

“What stories?” she asked, although she was afraid
she already knew the answer.

“The ones being told down at the pub, by the
storyteller,” the King replied.

“Little guy, patch on one eye?”

“Yeah, that’s the fellow.”

“Yeah, well, he won’t be around much longer. He’s
going to have a terrible accident.”

“I see, so you know him?”

“We’re acquainted,” she replied.

Roland guided her toward the doors which led out
onto the balcony. The cold night air was refreshing and she could
smell the flowers from the garden below. It was a vast improvement
over the smells of the vir, crowded in the one room. Leaning on the
railing, she looked up into the night sky. The moon wasn’t quite
full, but the stars were bright.

“I also wasn’t lying when I said you were a
remarkable young woman.”

She turned and looked at him. “When did you say
that?” she asked.

“Well, maybe I didn’t actually say it, but I thought
it.”

“There’s nothing remarkable about me,” she said,
turning back to the night sky.

“I don’t know if you’re being modest or stubborn,”
he said as he crossed the balcony to stand beside her. He looked
out, over the rail, but he wasn’t looking at the stars, he was
looking at the twinkling lights of Forthbar. Closing his eyes, he
shook his head and sighed. “They’re looking to me for answers, and
I don’t have any,” he said.

Kile glanced over at him. It seemed a little odd for
the King to be sharing this information with a nobody.

“You have to know the questions before you can give
the answers,” she replied.

He laughed, “That’s why I have advisors.”

“Maybe they’re not asking the right questions.”

Leaning against the railing, he turned to look at
her.

“What questions would you ask?”

“I was never very good at understanding war or
politics.”

“Which is probably why you’re the best person to
ask. You’re also not one to mince words, like some of my advisors.
They fear to say what is on their minds.”

Kile shrugged. “I suppose the first question I would
ask is, ‘What does your brother want?’”

Roland turned back to the twinkling lights of the
city.

Great, now she managed to depress the King.

“I’m sorry.” she apologized, touching his arm.
“That’s probably why I don’t get invited to these things. I always
manage to say the wrong thing.”

He chuckled. “No, you’re absolutely right. We’ve
always skirted the issue of who Ravenshadow is. I guess it’s
easier, referring to him by that cryptic name, than to acknowledge
him.”

“But he is your brother.”

“He was my brother.” Roland replied. “But we already
know what he wants. He wants the crown, the one which is rightfully
his.”

“Is that really what you think?”

“What else could it be? My brother seeks what is
rightfully his, and he will take it by force if necessary.”

This was the one thing Kile never understood, the
one thing she could never agree with, because it just didn’t make
any sense. Of course, none of it actually made sense, not to her,
but she already admitted, she knew very little about politics,
government, wars or the likes. To her, it was all unnecessary, and
it was to her advantage to keep her nose out of it altogether. She
had her own problems to deal with, and decided it was best to keep
her opinions to herself.

“I think you’re wrong,” she heard herself say.

Well, that didn’t last too long.

“Do you now?” Roland replied. There was a slight
edge to his voice.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything,” she
said, pushing herself away from the rail. She wanted to return to
the others, but Roland stopped her.

“No, please, explain.”

“I don’t know why I said that because I don’t really
understand any of it. I’m just a Hunter who’s in way over her
head.”

“No, you have an opinion, and I would like to hear
it.”

“It’s just… why would your brother even want the
crown?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” he asked.

“Not to me.”

“He wants to rule the kingdom, he wants to be the
King, he wants power,” Roland replied.

“Any you believe this?”

“What else is there?”

“Would you follow him?”

“What’s that’s supposed to mean?”

“It’s a simple question. Would you follow him?”

“Of course not,” Roland said, turning away from her.
“I may not agree with what was done to him, but I can understand
why they did it. My brother was a cruel and vindictive man who
craved power.”

“What about them?” she asked, pointing to the light
of the city. “Will any of them follow him? Will any of them lay
down their weapons and follow him if he became King tomorrow?”

“No, the people of this province and every province
will rise up against him.”

“Even if they knew he was the rightful heir to the
thrown?”

“What are you saying?” Roland asked.

“You said it yourself. Ravenshadow, by law, is the
rightful King. If he truly wanted the crown he could just take it.
He could walk into Azintar, reveal his true identity to the people
and claim what is rightfully his. The people would accept him, if
they knew he was Jonland Waltair, the true heir to the throne. But
instead, he chose to start this war. He turned their Lord against
the crown. He released the Uhyre into their province. Even if he
came forward now and reveal who he truly is, the people will never
accept him.”

“But, if he doesn’t want to rule…?”

“He doesn’t want to rule, he never wanted to rule,
he wants to destroy. He wants to see the kingdom burn.”

“How do you know this?” Roland asked.

Kile shook her head. “I don’t… I don’t know. I’ve
seen him and he’s… he’s not… normal.”

“Normal, what do you mean he’s not normal?”

“I don’t know how to explain it. There was something
off about him, something that just didn’t fit. I didn’t recognize
it at the time, but I think I do now. I think he is in some way
connected to the… Maligar.”

When she finally voiced what was nagging in the back
of her mind for so long, she knew she was right. Although it wasn’t
something she could explain, not to him or anyone else. How does
one explain the Maligar? But it didn’t stop him from asking the
question.

“The what? What is this…? Maligar?”

“I can’t explain it, because I don’t really
understand it myself.” She said, turning away from him.

“Kile, if you know something…”

“I don’t know anything. Not for certain, anyway. All
I know is… I’m afraid.”

“You have nothing to fear, while I’m with you.”
Roland said as he placed his hand on her shoulder. She quickly spun
around and King stumbled back.

“Kile. Your eyes….”

She held her hand up to silence him. “It’s here.”
She said, falling into her Edge. She had gotten careless, she
dropped her guard and now it was in the keep. As she stretched out
her consciousness, she became aware of the disturbance in the
natural world, and she wasn’t the only one. She could hear the dog
howling throughout the city of Forthbar, the horses in the
courtyard had become agitated, even the rats, within the keep, were
trying to escape.

“Kile, what is it? What’s here?”

“The Maligar.” She whispered.

“My Lord,” a young man called from the doorway. Kile
quickly turned her back to him, the last thing she needed was for
him to see her eyes. Let him think he was interrupting a chance
meeting between his King and some young woman. Of course, it wasn’t
that far from the truth, she realized. Wow, that made things a lot
more awkward.

“What is it?” Roland asked.

“They’re here, my Lord.” the messenger replied.

“Wait here, I’ll be right back.” Roland told her
before he turned and headed back to the hall. He stopped beside the
messenger. “You, stay here. Watch over her,” he whispered.

“Sire?”

“Do as I say.” The King commanded.

“Of course, sire.”

She heard the door open and got a whiff of the vir
in the overcrowded room. The smell was disgusting, but it wasn’t
out of the ordinary. She could also hear their voices, but she
couldn’t understand what they were saying. They all ran together
and it sounded a lot like a rock slide, just a loud noise on an
unbearable level.

Gripping the railing she stared out at the city of
Forthbar. Why now, she asked herself. Why is the Maligar here? Who
just arrived? Did their arrival have something to do with the
Maligar, or was it just a coincidence? She needed answers, and
waiting for Roland to return wasn’t going to get her any.

Turning, she headed to the door.

The messenger stepped in front of her.

“I’m sorry miss, you’re going to…”

She made the mistake of looking at him.

Sometimes the freaky eyes come in handy, she thought
as she pushed past him. The young man made no further attempt to
stop her, in fact, it looked as if he didn’t want anything more to
do with her.

The room was dark, but it didn’t seem like anyone
noticed. It was only dark for her, because she was the only one who
could see the Maligar, or its lingering effects. It wasn’t here,
not quite, not as it was on the battlefield where Captain Jax died,
this was only a shadow of it, one long tendril, reaching through to
the mortal realm.

Kile squeezed her way through the crowd until she
managed to get into the front line, and that’s when she saw them.
They entered through the far doors and slowly walked between the
rows of spectators. She watched them as they got closer, and that’s
when she recognized them. They were Alva. Tall and lean, with long
blonde hair and sharp features, almost otherworldly. They carried
themselves with a grace unmatched by the vir. Although they existed
in the mortal realm, some small part of them walked in the natural
world. Closing her eyes, Kile fell into her Edge, and this time she
could see what they truly looked like, and what she saw, unnerved
her. They did not appear so comely in the darkness. Shadows of a
grotesque shape, a mockery of the vir, they staggered through the
crowd. Nobody was moving, they were just watching these
abominations make their way toward the King.

Somebody placed a hand on her shoulder. “Commander,
we were wondering where you went off to.”

She turned to look at Tullner.

“Kile, what’s wrong?” he asked when he saw the look
on her face, or it could have been her eyes, they were usually a
dead giveaway.

She tried to explain, she tried to tell him what
those things were, but she wasn’t sure if she was actually saying
anything. From the look on the young soldier’s face, if she did say
something, it wasn’t intelligible. She saw the long knife in his
belt. Of course, they were allowed to keep their weapons, nobody
feared them. She quickly seized the blade from Tullner. He grabbed
her arm, and she drove the heel of her boot into his foot. She
tried to apologize, but she wasn’t really sure what she said, if
she said anything. Breaking away from the crowd, she could see the
shadowy things clearer now. They were vir like, with long smoky
appendages, walking bow legged with their knees on backwards. One
turned to look at her, or at least she thought it looked at her, it
had no face. She gripped the long knife tightly and lunged forward,
but before she could strike, there was a loud whoosh. She was
momentarily weightless when something hit her, or she hit
something. Either way, everything went black.
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Kile opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling.
There was a soft orange glow splashed across the room, and a
pleasant smelling breeze, filled the air. The bed was softer than
any she could remember and the blanket was of Eiderdown. She wanted nothing more than to pull the sheets
over her head, turn over and go back to sleep. To forget about
everything that happened over the past, say, three years. Until she
realized she was waking up in a hospital room… again. With
the number of times she’s woken up in an infirmary, she should
forgo her plans of writing a book on adventuring and her ideas of
mapping the kingdom and concentrate instead on reviewing hospital
facilities. How many times did this make now, three, four? She was
beginning to lose count. She stretched out her legs, then her arms.
No chains or shackles this time; that was always a good start.

“Where am I?” She asked, sitting up.

“I suppose if they had a nut-house, this would be
it.”

Kile turned to where a young man sat at a table
beside an open window. The sunlight, behind him, was making it
difficult for her to see who he was. Of course, blurry morning
vision didn’t help either. She squinted as the young man rose from
his chair and approached. He wasn’t very tall.

“Alex, is that you?” She asked.

“It’s about time you woke up,” Alex said when he
reached her bed.

His clothes were worn and frayed and had, what
looked like, a layer of road dust. A tattered gray cloth was tied
around his head, covered his missing eye. Although he looked
shabby, aside from his healing wounds, he appeared to be in good
health.

“How are you?” she asked.

“Hey, that’s my line,” he said, sitting on the bed
beside her.

“Are you still… working?”

He looked down at his clothes and laugh. “What? You
mean this?” he said, slapping at his tunic. Small puffs of dust
rose from the leather. “This is all for show,” he added.

“For show?”

“Yeah, I tell stories down at the pub now. If I was
to go in there wearing clean clothes, the patrons don’t take me
seriously. They ignore me, but if I show up, looking like I just
came off the battlefield, they’re eager to hear my tales, and they
tip better.”

“I heard about those stories you’ve been
telling.”

“Oh, you have, huh?” he replied sheepishly.

“Yes, I have,” she said. “Can’t you tone them down a
bit?”

“I tried, really. I mean, I tried to stay true to
the actual events, but, let’s face it, they were kind of boring. My
public wants excitement, danger, adventure, romance, you know.”

“Romance?” Kile shouted, sitting up. “What romance?
Whose romance?”

Alex slowly got up from the bed and backed away from
her. “Oh, so you haven’t actually heard all my stories,” he
replied.

“Alex. What romance? There is no romance.”

“It’s what the people want.”

“I don’t care what the people want. I don’t want my
private life being played out in miniature to a bunch of drunken
soldiers.”

“Hey, they are not all drunken soldiers.” Alex said
proudly. “I’ll have you know I have been asked to perform before
the King, himself.”

“When?”

“Two days ago, when the King arrived. They sent for
me down at the Flatten Sparrow. He heard about my stories and he
wanted me to perform a few for him.”

“Which stories?”

“Well, I tried to do a few from the Legendary Wizard
series, but he wasn’t interested, he wanted to hear the tales of
the Wild Hunter. He already knew a few of them. He must be a
fan.”

Kile fell back on the bed.

“Well, that explains a lot.” She said to the
ceiling.

The door to the room opened, and Daniel quickly
stepped in. He was dressed in the white robes of a healer and had a
yarrow perched on his shoulder. He glanced out into the hallway and
then closed the door quietly behind him.

“Alex, you were supposed to tell me when she woke
up,” he said, approaching the bed.

“Come on Danny, she’s only been up about five
minutes,” Alex argued.

Vesper leapt from Daniel’s shoulder into Kile’s
arms.

“Hay, Vesper, did I freak out again?” she asked the
yarrow.

-Kile went funny-

He replied.

“What happened?” Daniel asked.

“What, you didn’t see?”

“I wasn’t invited.” He told her, looking over his
shoulder at the door. “They’ll be here soon. Tell me what
happened.”

“Who’s coming?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Some important looking people. Just
tell me what happened.”

“What do you want to know? The part where the King
tried to hit on me, or the part where I attacked one of the Alva
ambassadors.”

“You attacked one of the Alva?” Daniel
exclaimed.

“The King hit on you?” Alex shouted, almost at the
same time.

“It was nothing.” Kile said, waving it off.

“You tried to kill an Alva ambassador, and you say
it was nothing.” Daniel shouted.

“No, not that, the King thing. The ambassador thing,
I’m pretty sure I’m going to have to pay for that.”

Daniel ran across the room to the cabinet. Throwing
open the door, he pulled out Kile’s clothes. “We have to get you
out of here,” he said.

“And go where?” she asked.

“Anywhere, but you can’t stay here. Alex, do you
think you can create a distraction, long enough for me to get Kile
out of the castle.”

“Yeah, sure,” Alex replied, his face beaming with
excitement. “Just tell me what you want.”

“Danny, stop.” Kile shouted. “I’m not going to go
running off again.”

“Kile, you tried to kill an ambassador. People saw
you this time. I don’t think you’ll be able to get out of this
one.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t,” she replied.

“What are you saying?” Daniel asked. He dropped the
boots beside her bed.

“Danny, I’m a little messed up, in case you haven’t
noticed.” She laughed. “I don’t know what happened at the party.
I’m not even sure I saw what I saw. Nobody else did. Maybe I had my
mind scrambled one too many times.”

Daniel sat on the end of the bed. “You can’t believe
that,” he told her.

“Do you have a better explanation?” she asked
him.

“You can’t just… give up. The Kile I know doesn’t
give up.”

“I’m not giving up, Danny. I’m… I’m just accepting
what’s happening.”

“Kile…”

Just then, the door opened and two guards stepped
in, followed by a tall, lean man with a sinister-looking black
mustache, followed by the King. Both Daniel and Alex fell to one
knee, Kile just waved.

“I’d kneel, but I’m kind of lying down at the
moment,” She remarked.

The tall man, with the sinister black mustache,
scowled. The King laughed.

“I see you’re no worse for wear.” He said, stepping
past the guards. He looked at the pile of clothes at the foot of
her bed. “Going somewhere?” he asked.

“No, my friends were just taking my uniform out for
a cleaning. I have to look good for my next assassination
party.”

Roland looked over to where Daniel and Alex were
kneeling.

“Oh, I see.” He said, walking over to them. “Please,
rise.”

“Roland, these are my best friends, this is Daniel
Leary, and the one over there is Alex Bartlow, but you’ve already
met him.”

“Oh yes, the bard, wonderful performance young man,”
the King said, addressing Alex. “I do hope you’ll be available for
one of my galas. I’ve told a few people about you, they are eager
to hear your stories.”

“Yes, your majesty,” Alex replied. He could hardly
hide his excitement.

“And you’re the healer.” Roland said, turning to
Daniel. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you too.”

“Thank you, your majesty.” Daniel replied.

“I guess I don’t really have to tell you who this
guy is,” Kile said, pointing to Roland.

Daniel shot her a look, silently telling her to shut
up. Roland just laughed.

“Do not berate your friend.” He told Daniel. “I
admire her frankness; it’s refreshing.”

“And bordering on insubordination,” the man with the
mustache remarked from the doorway.

“Please, Jerald.” The King said, silencing the man
without even turning around. “Maybe if I had more insubordinate
people like her around me, I wouldn’t be in the mess I’m in.”

“Of course, sire.” Jerald replied meekly.

“Now, if you’ll take the guards and step outside, I
would like to speak with Miss Veller alone.”

“Do you think that’s wise, sire?” Jerald asked.

“I’m only armed with a yarrow.” Kile said, holding
Vesper up for Jerald to see.

“I think I’ll be safe.” Roland added.

“As you wish, sire,” Jerald replied. He turned and
ushered the two guards outside and closed the door behind him. Kile
knew he wouldn’t go very far, he probably had his ear pressed
against the keyhole at this very moment, listening for the first
sound of trouble.

Roland sighed. “He means well,” he added.

Daniel, mustering up his courage, stepped forward.
“So, what’s going to happen to Kile?” he asked.

“I’m not sure I know what you mean,” Roland
replied.

“She tried to assassinate one of the Alva,” he said.
Turning to look at Kile, then added. “Didn’t she?”

“That would depend on how you look at it,” Roland
replied. “She didn’t actually try to kill anyone.”

“I didn’t?” Kile asked, sitting up in bed. That’s
not the way it looked from her point of view. But, who was she to
argue?

“No, you didn’t, at least, we don’t think you
did.”

“I don’t understand. Did she or didn’t she?”

“By all appearances, she did try to attack…
something, which nobody saw, but it wasn’t the Alva. Whatever it
was, it was behind the Alva.”

“Behind the Alva?” Kile repeated. Now that she
thought about it, she didn’t actually see the Alva when she got
closer, not after she fell into her Edge. All she saw was the
strange shadowy creature walking toward the King. She just assumed
it was the Alva. Could it have been following the ambassadors all
that time? And, if it was, why? There was one other scenario, one
which seemed more likely. There wasn’t anything there to begin
with. It was all in her mind.

“It looked as if you flung yourself at… nothing.”
Roland continued. “It was Lady Silvia, who incapacitated you. I
don’t believe she intended to do it as harshly as she did.
Actually, I’m not really sure what she did. If I didn’t know any
better, I would say she was a mystic. You were acting…” Roland
paused, he seemed at a loss for words.

“Insane.” Kile replied. “Or how about nuts, crazy,
loopy, off my rocker, pick one, I have thousands.”

“Well, I’m afraid you didn’t appear to be in your
right mind,” The King replied, diplomatically. “Lady Silvia, kind
of…” Roland didn’t actually say what Erin did, he just motioned
with his hands. Kile had seen it before.

“She wind pushed me across the room into a wall?”
she shouted.

“I’m afraid so.” The King replied.

“Oh man, I wish I could have seen that.” Alex
exclaimed.

Kile shot him a look.

“I mean… no, I didn’t mean I wanted… It’s… I’ll shut
up now.”

“What happened after that?” Kile asked, although she
wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

“That’s when the guards moved in.”

“To arrest me,” she concluded.

“They didn’t actually arrest you,” Roland
replied.

“It wouldn’t have done much good, she was
unconscious at the time.” Alex added.

Kile shot him another look.

“Well, no. You see, Colonel Barshed explained you
had just returned from a rather harrowing ordeal. He said you were
suffering from…”

“A classic case of battle fatigue,” Daniel finished
for him.

Roland nodded.

“Battle fatigue?” Kile asked, looking between the
two of them.

“It’s not uncommon.” Daniel explained. “A lot of
soldiers, especially those who have been under siege, or in the
front lines for a long period of time, often find, returning to a
normal setting, well, unsettling. You can’t deny it, Kile, it does
fit. I mean, from what little you’ve told me, you’ve been hounded
by the Uhyre for the last month or so. You can’t operate at those
levels for that length of time and expect no side effects.”

Could it be that simple, she wondered? Was that all
it was? The shadowy figures, the darkness on the battlefield, the
memories of the Valgar, was it all just inside her head after all.
In many ways, it was a relief, to know what she thought she saw,
wasn’t what she really saw.

“So, what happens now?” she asked.

“You will remain here, for the time being, until
you’re feeling better,” the King said with a grin. “At least now I
know where you are.”

Kile saw Daniel and Alex exchange a look. She was
going to hear about that little comment for some time to come, and
if Alex had his way, so will half of Forthbar.

“You know, Kile, I think…”

Roland never finished what he was about to say. He
was interrupted by someone screaming in the hallway.

“Stay here,” he told her, moving toward the door.
Before he could reach it, one of the guards entered the room.
“What’s happening?” Roland asked him.

“Don’t rightly know, sire,” the guard replied, his
hand on his weapon. “One of the chamber maids came screaming up the
stairs. She’s on about some hairy beast lurking in the halls. Miles
went to investigate.”

“It can’t be.” Kile said, shaking her head. She
closed her eyes and fell into her Edge, reaching out into the hall
and beyond. It didn’t take long before she found him. Opening her
eyes, she looked at Roland. “Sir, you have to stop the guard,” She
told him.

“I don’t understand,” he replied.

“He won’t harm anyone, if no one gets in his
way.”

“You know what this thing is?”

“I’m afraid I do,” she replied.

“And you know what it wants?” he asked.

“He’s coming here, to see me.”

Roland stared at her for a while. It was obvious he
was trying to decide whether or not to put his faith in her. It was
a lot to ask for. He turned back to the guard. “Go, get to Miles.
Tell him not to interfere.”

“Sire?”

“You heard me, now go,” Roland said, pointing to the
door.

The guard quickly left the room. The King remained
standing between her and the door. Was he actually trying to
protect her? It was kind of sweet, in an unnecessary way.

Daniel moved to stand beside the King. “Kile, what’s
going on?” he asked.

“Really, you have to ask, knowing who else is in the
city with me,” she replied.

The door opened again, and both guards came through,
this time, followed by Jerald, the man with the sinister looking
mustache. Jerald moved to the back of the room, while the guards
positioned themselves on either side of the door, preparing for
whatever was going to come through.

“It’s not really necessary,” she tried to tell them,
but they weren’t listening to her. All they heard was the loud
clopping of platter sized hoofs on the stone floor outside the
door.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Daniel said when
something hit the door and shook the frame.

“You may want to open that, before he breaks it
down,” Kile informed them.

The King looked at her as if she was mad and the
guards made no attempt to get any closer.

“I’ll get it.” Alex said, stepping forward.

No one stopped him when he pulled open the door.

Grim forced his way into the room. How he managed to
navigate the hallways and climb four flights of stairs was anyone’s
guess.

Kile sighed. “What are you doing here?” she asked
him.

-I heard you wake up-

He said, looking around the room at the vir.

-I thought you might need some help-

“Thank you Grim, but I’m okay,” she told him.

The mountain pony started toward the bed, stopping
when he reached the King. He slowly turned and looked at Roland, as
if he was sizing the man up.

-So, this is the head honcho, the vir in
charge?-

Grim asked, it was clear, he was not impressed.

“That is King Roland Waltair, behave yourself,” Kile
told him.

-I will if he does,-

Grim retorted.

“I’m sorry about this, sir. This is my horse,
Grim.”

“Your horse,” Roland said, taking a step back.

Grim watched him carefully, and then snorted at the
King.

“Grim.” Kile shouted.

“It’s ah… it’s all right.” Roland said, wiping his
face. “I’ve never been this close to a mountain pony before.”

“Nobody in their right mind has,” one of the guards
mumbled.

Grim walked past the King and approached the
bed.

-If you’re fine, we should leave.-

“I can’t, Grim, not yet.”

-And why is that? Surely you do not wish to stay
among these… vir.-

He said contemptuously.

“I have to stay, Grim, there’s something wrong with
me.”

-There is nothing wrong with you, child, nothing
that can’t be solved by getting the hell out of here.-

“It’s not that easy.” She told him. “I’m having…
problems.”

-What problems?-

“You wouldn’t understand.”

-I wouldn’t?!-

Grim shouted, and his voice echoed in her skull.

-Child, I have seen inside your head. The darkness,
the pit, the shadow with the long arms, it is coming, and we should
not be here when it arrives.-

“What do you mean, what are you saying?”

-You are not the only one who has seen these things.
We all have.-

“We?”

Grim snorted again, turning his head away from
her.

-Ignorant!-

He shouted again.

“Who’s ignorant?”

-You are. I thought you were above this. But you are
just like them, just another vir.-

He said, looking at the men in the room.

None of them moved, as if they were rooted to the
floor. They stood, and watched, as she carried on a one-way
conversation with her horse. If they didn’t believe she was mad
already, this erased all doubt.

“Are you saying, that what I’m seeing, what I’m
feeling… is real.”

-Of course it is, we are all feeling it. Even
furball there.-

Kile held Vesper up in her hands. “Is it true?” she
asked.

-Darkness comes-

The yarrow replied in a soft voice, and in his
words, she could see it, the Maligar, reaching out of the
shadows.

-It speaks to us, calls to us, it has been for some
time. -

Grim explained.

“But, how come I haven’t heard it before?”

-It is getting stronger. You are still a vir, only
when you let yourself go, when you are consumed, do you hear
it.-

“I don’t want to hear it,” she said, shaking her
head.

-Neither do I, neither does he. We shouldn’t, you
shouldn’t. That is why we must leave here.-

“Are you saying it’s coming here?”

-In time, I suppose it will.-

“What is it?”

-Seriously, child. Do I look like a freaking mystic?
I’m a mountain pony, for crying out loud. You know as much about
this as I do.-

“I don’t know anything about it.”

-There you go, welcome to the club, now let’s get
the hell out of here.-

“I can’t just leave.”

-Why not?-

“Because,” she said, looking at the people around
her. “I just can’t, not now, I have to help. Or at least try. You
go, go back to the mountains. Go back home. You don’t have to stay.
I don’t want to drag you into this any further than I already
have.”

-Oh, you’re going to go all noble on me, aren’t you?
You are making a mistake, child.-

Grim replied.

There was sorrow in his words, along with visions of
his home. She could see the vast open plains, reaching all the way
to the mountains. That was where he belonged, that was where he
wanted to go. He turned and moved toward the door. The men did
nothing to stop him.

“Good bye, Grim. I hope to see you again.”

-Oh yeah, right.-

He said, squeezing through the door.

-Like I’m going to leave you now after everything
we’ve gone through. Who will look after you? Surly not the furball,
he can’t even look after himself. Think I’m just going to walk away
to the mountains, now. You’re not as bright as I thought, -

He replied. She could still hear him as he slowly
made his way back down the hall.

-Stick you up on the top floor here, going to have
to walk down all those stairs again. Serve you right if I fell. I
think I can take out a few guards along the way. No, sure, you stay
here. I’ll go back to my cold, lonely, stall, in the run down part
of this rat infested city, but then you probably already know the
rats. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.-

He continued to complain.

“Well, take one of the stalls in the castle, I don’t
think anyone would mind,” She shouted after him.

“What just happened?” Roland asked.

“I’m sorry, sir, my horse is a bit upset. Do you
think it’s possible if he can move into one of the castle stalls,
while I’m here?”

“I’ll speak with Lord Bollen about it,” Roland
replied. He seemed a bit unsure of how to approach the subject with
the man. He turned to one of the guards. “Go, follow the beast,
make sure he arrives safely… to… wherever he’s going.”

The guard looked at his King.

“Just, make sure nobody gets in his way or tries to
stop him,” he explained.

“Yes, sire, of course,” the guard said, as he
followed the pony out the door.

“Sire, I hate to interfere, but we should be going,”
Jerald said from the back of the room. It was clear the man was
trying to bring a sense of normalcy to the situations.

“Yes, yes of course.” The King replied,
straightening his tunic. He turned to Kile. “I would like to speak
with you again, Miss Veller, if that is agreeable.”

Kile looked around the room. “I don’t think I’m
going anywhere anytime soon,” she told him.

He gave her a smile and headed to the door.

“Roland,” she called out. The King stopped. Jerald
rolled his eye and sighed heavily. “Be careful,” she told him. “I
don’t think the Alva can be completely trusted.”

“I’m the King, Kile. I make it a point not to trust
anyone, completely.”

“Including me?” she asked.

“There can be exceptions.” He grinned, reaching for
the door.

“Oh, one more thing,” she shouted after him. He
stepped back into the room. “If it’s not too much trouble,” she
said. “Do you think an apple pie could be delivered to my
horse?”

Roland looked a bit confused. “An apple pie?” he
asked.

“Yes, if it’s not too much trouble,” she
replied.

“No… no, I’ll see if it can be arranged,” Roland
said. He shook his head and paused for a moment, considering her
request, and even turned to her, as if to ask a question, but then
thought better of it. Stepping into the hall, he closed the door
behind him.

The three of them stared at the door for a while,
and when they were sure, he wasn’t coming back, Daniel ran to
Kile’s bedside.

“What was all that about?” he asked.

“What part?”

“Grim. What did he tell you?”

It was an odd question, considering the
circumstances, but Daniel delivered it without hesitation.

“He told me, that I’m not the only one who has been
seeing these things.”

“What do you mean?”

“It means, I have to see Morgan. My visions, my…
lapses, I think they're all tied together in some way.”

“What way?”

“I don’t know, I don’t even know if Morgan will, but
I have no place else to turn to.”

“This is going to make a great story,” Alex said
from the back of the room. Kile had almost forgotten he was
there.

“No, it won’t,” She told him. “You can’t tell anyone
about this.”

“Come on Kile, this is great. This is what my fans
want.”

“Your main character slowly losing her mind? Yeah, I
can see that going over really well with your audience.”

“No, not that,” He said, waving her suggestion away.
“The romance between the Wild Hunter and the King,” he added
casually, as he paced the floor. “I can see it now. The King sweeps
her off her feet, taking her away to his castle in the
mountains.”

“You say one word of that, one word and so help me….
I know people, Alex, people who owe me a favor.”

“Yeah, like who.” Daniel laughed.

Kile thought for a moment, she didn’t really know
anyone who owed her a favor.

“I know bears.” she shouted. “I know bears who owe
me favors; and wolves. If you don’t want to be visited by a pack of
my brothers and sister one night while walking home, you won’t
continue with that story line.”

“She’s got you there.” Daniel replied.

“All right, fine,” Alex pouted.

“I’ll tell you want, Alex. I’ll tell you the whole
story from when I got assigned to Perha Squad, and everything that
happened, right up to the siege of Moran, but you have to do me a
favor first.”

“Are you kidding? Anything,” Alex said, rushing to
her beside.

“Fine, you have to get a hold of Emara for me. Tell
her I have to see Morgan.”

“I don’t know Ki,” he replied nervously. “I mean, I
want to help, but, the mystics have severed all contact with the
outside world. They want to isolate themselves from the war. I’m
not even supposed to be in contact with Emara.”

Daniel jumped to his feet. “Which means you are,” he
shouted.

“I didn’t say that,” Alex replied defensively. “And
you can’t prove it.”

Kile lay back on her pillow. “It’s a shame really,”
she said. “I was going to tell you all about Burgora, the old
grizzly bear who lives in the mountain, just outside of Coopervill,
and how he helped me rescue Perha Squad from the valrik.”

“Really?” Daniel said, looking at Alex. “That would
make a pretty good story.”

“But that’s not even the best part,” Kile replied.
“We escaped on black-hoofed mountain deer.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll try to get in touch with Emara,
but this better be a damn good story,” he said, storming out of the
room.
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Daniel knocked on Kile’s door, but there was no
answer. He knocked again, and still, nothing. Slowly pushing it
open, he peeked into the room. He learned the hard way it was not
wise for him to just enter without being invited. Even the nonays
learned that lesson. The last time he barged in on her, she gave
him an earful about respecting her privacy, and then, later that
very afternoon, a cat tried to trip him in the hallway. There were
also those two dogs, which followed him through the streets of
Forthbar on one of his supply runs. It could have been a
coincidence, but he doubted it. They never got any closer, nor did
they ever lose sight of him. He tried ditching them in the plaza,
but they found him. They only gave up their pursuit when he crossed
the bridge to the keep.

“Kile, you in here?” he asked the empty room just to
be sure.

When he received no answer, he pushed the door open
the rest of the way and stepped inside. The place was empty. It
didn’t look as if anything was disturbed. Her bed was messy, but
then her bed was always messy. The table, with its sole chair, sat
beside an opened window. Her satchel lay discarded on top of it.
Her boots, which were lying at the foot of the bed, where the only
indications she didn’t just up and leave.

“Ki?” he called out, walking further into the
room.

“Yes,” came the reply from outside the window.

This wouldn’t have been too unusually, if it wasn’t
for the fact they were on the fourth floor.

Daniel ran to the window where he found her sitting
on the ledge. One foot was upon the stone cap of a buttress, the
other was dangling over the edge. A small bird was sitting on her
knee. It gave him a curious expression before flying off.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Kile, why don’t you come inside,” he said very
slowly.

She turned to look at him. “I have no intention of
jumping, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Then what are you doing out there?” he asked.

“Then you did think I was going to jump,” she
shouted.

“No, of course not, I mean, think about it. Most
People don’t sit outside their rooms, unless they have a balcony to
sit on.”

Kile got to her feet, dusted herself off and walked
along the ledge.

“I was talking to a friend, if you want to know,”
she told him when she climbed through the window.

“You couldn’t do that from inside your room?”

“The air is better out there, and besides, it’s the
best place to hide from those nonays you keep sending in here.”

“They are only doing their job, and you could make
it easier for them if you just do what they say.”

“Oh please, they keep coming in here with their
herbs and their potions, trying to find new ways to make me ill. I
may be crazy, but I’m not sick. Do you know they woke me up last
night to give me a sleeping tonic… a sleeping tonic? I was already
asleep.”

“Fine, I’ll tell them to ease up a bit.” Daniel
promised. “But that goes for you too.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“What do I mean?” he laughed. “Nonay Gardner’s
sandwich was stolen by a rat yesterday.”

“Oh come on, Danny, you can’t blame that on me. Rats
steal food, that’s how they survive.”

“She was eating it at the time.” he shouted. “It
came right up onto the table and took it out of her hands. She
needed a tonic after that. The poor woman was hysterical.”

Kile laughed.

“It’s not funny.” Daniel said, trying to keep a
straight face. “And what about poor nonay Caldwell?”

“What about her?”

“Well, let’s just say, those birds were not very
nice. She’s been scrubbing her hair all morning.”

“Hey, I didn’t tell anyone to do anything,” Kile
replied, defensively.

“Oh, I know you didn’t, but I’m sure it didn’t stop
you from suggesting some things.”

“Well, can you blame me? I’m going stir-crazy in
here. It’s been over a week,” she said, flopping down on her
bed.

“Alex still hasn’t heard anything?” Daniel
asked.

“Still nothing, she either hasn’t received his
message, or she’s ignoring him.”

“I was afraid of that.”

Kile sat up. “Why? What aren’t you telling me?”

“Come on Ki, Emara’s not just any mystic; she
supposed to be the next Grand Magus.”

“So.”

“Emara, the Grand Magus of the Mystic Tower and…
Alex.”

“Are you saying you don’t think Emara could be
interested in someone like Alex?”

“I’m just saying it’s highly unlikely. They’re not
exactly cut from the same cloth.” Daniel explained.

“Wow Danny, I never took you for one of those
elitists. Got your application in to the Sons of Terrabin yet?”

“Hey, that’s not fair. I like Alex; he’s my best
friend. I’ve known him since before I can remember. I’m just
saying, she might not have time for him.”

“Oh, so, it’s Emara who’s the elitist.”

“I didn’t say that either.”

“Look, I many not have known Emara as long as you’ve
known Alex, actually, I’ve only known her for a few days, but that
doesn’t mean she’s not a very sweet girl, okay, she’s a bit flighty
and sometimes she forgets where she is… and who she is… and
probably who Alex is… and… yeah, you’re probably right.”

“Look, isn’t there any other way you can reach
Morgan. You got a hold of Master Folkstaff when you were under
siege, you sent that hawk.”

“I thought about it, but I’m afraid to send anyone
to the Tower. The place is a bit messed up. Who’s to say what would
happen to them?” she replied. “I’ve even tried reaching out to
Kaza, but he’s so far away, I don’t dare reach too far. I may not
find my way back.”

“What about Folkstaff’s brother?” Daniel asked.
“He’s a mystic, maybe Master Folkstaff can get word to Morgan.”

“He hasn’t heard from his brother since they got
sequestered.” Kile replied. “My only other choice is a frontal
assault.”

“You actually intend to walk up to the Tower and
knock on the front door?”

“Why not? Just become no one ever tried, doesn’t
mean it won’t work.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

“I’ll give Alex another week, if he doesn’t hear
from Emara by then, I’ll try to find Morgan myself. I just hope he
hears from her.”

“It would make it easier.” Daniel replied.

“It’s got nothing to do with being easy. He really
likes her, and I kind of hope, she likes him too.”

“Wow,” Daniel laughed, “imagine, you, a
romantic!”

“You know, those dogs who followed you around town,
they can follow you a lot faster.”

“Hey, I agree with you, I hope Alex…”

Kile held up her hand to stop him.

“What is it?” Daniel asked.

“Alex is on his way here,” she told him.

“How do you know?”

“Vesper went with him this afternoon. He thought he
could get more tips if he had a cute sidekick, and Vesper really
needed to get out.”

Sure enough, there came a rap on the door.

“Kile, it’s me, let me in, I have something really
important to tell you.”

Daniel pulled open the door and Alex stumbled
through.

“Danny, you’re here too? I looked for you
downstairs, but they said you were making your rounds.”

“I finished early and came to see Kile. What’s the
important news? Have you heard from Emara?”

“No, no, not yet. It usually takes her a week to get
back to me. No, this is big.”

“What is it Alex?” Kile asked.

Alex checked the hallway before closing the
door.

“I was in the Flatten Sparrow and just finished
telling my new story, you know, the one you told me about how you
escaped the valrik. You should have seen it, I created the scene
perfectly, with all of you riding away on the black-hoofed mountain
deer, although, I think I might have accidentally used white tailed
deer, but I don’t think anyone noticed.”

“Alex, focus,” Daniel shouted.

“Oh, sorry, as I was saying, I just finished up and
was counting my tips when I overheard some soldiers talking. They
were saying something about a secret mission into the wastelands to
meet up with a spy who was supposed to have vital information, but
he never showed up.”

“I don’t see how this affects us.” Kile replied,
looking to Daniel for support.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Did I mention the spy was named
Carter?”

“Carter? As in, our Carter?” she asked.

“I think so.” Alex replied. “I tried to talk to the
soldiers, but they were a bit tight lipped about the whole thing.
They did say the spy was a Hunter, but nothing beyond that.”

“Have you even heard from Carter?” Kile asked
Daniel.

He shook his head. “The only thing Master Folkstaff
ever said about Carter, was that he was on some secret mission. You
don’t really think they would send him into the wastelands.”

“Why not, with his Edge, he would be perfect.” Kile
replied. She grabbed her boots from the foot of the bed and began
pulling them on.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Daniel asked.

“To speak with Coronel Barshed, he should know if
anyone should.”

“You think you can just walk in and start up a
conversation with the man?”

“Why not?”

“Besides, what are you going to tell him? We’re not
even supposed to have this information.”

“Oh, come on, Danny, we’re Hunters. Information
gathering is what we do,” she replied, as she stomped on her boot.
Vesper nimbly jumped from Alex’s shoulder onto hers, when she
headed for the door.

“Kile, do you really think it’s wise. I mean, with
you being…”

“Crazy,” she finished for him.

“I was going to follow the King’s lead and say, not
in your right mind, but crazy works.”

“Danny, if it really is Carter out there we can’t
just abandon him. Something must have happened.”

“But we don’t even know if it is our Carter. And
besides, don’t you think the Guild already has a plan to find him.
They’re not just going to leave one of their own behind.” Daniel
replied.

“That’s why we’re going to the Colonel first.”

“But Ki…”

“Danny, I’m just going to go talk to him; see what
he knows.”

“Fine. But you’re not going alone,” Daniel said,
following her out into the hall.

“I can handle this,” she told him.

“No, you said it yourself, If it is Carter, we can’t
abandon him.”

“Then I’m going too.” Alex chimed in.

“Out of the question,” Daniel replied.

“Why, Carter’s my friend too, even if he is always
picking on me.”

“Alex, you’ve only got one eye.”

“So, I can still see.”

“Look, we might be arguing over nothing. We don’t
even know if the information is accurate. We’ll go talk to Barshed,
see what he has to say, and then we’ll figure out what to do
next.”

Kile was halfway down the hallway when Daniel
grabbed her arm.

“What now?” she asked, turning around.

“Um, we may have a slight problem,” he told her.

“What problem, what are you talking about?”

“I think he means the guard who is posted at the end
of the hallway,” Alex replied.

“Guard, what guard?”

“Lord Bollen thought it would be best to have a
guard posted, but he didn’t want to upset you, so he keeps a
soldier at the end of the hallway,” Daniel explained.

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“We were told not to.”

“By who?”

Daniel hesitated until Kile gave him the look which
threatened bodily harm if he didn’t speak up. “Master Folkstaff,”
he replied meekly.

“Wonderful,” she shouted as continued down the
hall.

“Wait, Ki, what about the guard?” Daniel asked.

“What about him. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Well, actually, you did try to assassinate an
ambassador,” Alex replied.

Kile glared at him.

“You’re right, none of my business,” he said,
stepping back.

“Ki,” Daniel called after her.

“Danny, I have been a prisoner once. I will not be a
prisoner again,” she said.

“Actually, it was twice.” Alex chimed in.

“What’s twice?”

“You were a prisoner twice, don’t you remember?” he
said, holding up two fingers. “You were detained back at the
Academy for shooting Master West with a crossbow, and then you were
taking prisoner by Ravenshadow.” He thought about it for a moment,
then held up another finger. “Oh, wait, you were also arrested for
those crimes against the Guild, so, actually, you’ve been a
prisoner three times.”

“Thanks, Alex, you’re not helping.”

“Four times, if you count the siege.”

“Thank you, Alex,” she shouted as she continued down
the hall.

Turning the corner, she ran into the guard who was
posted there. He was a tall, dark man with curly black hair and a
thin mustache. He held up his hand to stop her.

“Whoa there and where do you think you’re going?” he
asked.

“If you must know, I’m on my way to speak with
Colonel Barshed,” she informed him.

“I don’t think so. My orders are to keep you
safe.”

“Keep me safe, or keep people safe from me?”

“Kile, he didn’t mean…” Daniel stopped when Kile
shot him a look.

The guard laughed. “Look missy…”

“What did you just call me?” she asked, looking
around. “Do you see a little girl here? For your information, I
happen to be a Certified Level Three Hunter and the commander of
Perha Squad, so, if I was you, I would just step aside right now
and let me pass.”

“I can’t do that missy… I mean, ma’am, my orders
were to…”

“Keep me safe, yes, you already said that. But were
you ordered to keep me locked in my room?”

“Well… no, not exactly,” he stammered.

“Fine, then you can keep me safe by taking me to
Colonel Barshed,” she told him.

“I don’t think I’m supposed to…”

“Look, I’m going with or without you, so take your
pick.”

The guard appeared to cower under her glare.

“What seems to be the problem here?” a second
soldier asked as he approached from behind.

“Sir, this… she… this… Hunter, wishes to speak with
the Colonel.”

The new man regarded Kile with a suspicious look. He
was tall and lean with a fair complexion and long blonde hair,
which hung down past his shoulders. He was rocking on the balls of
his feet with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Is this true?” he asked her.

Kile studied him for a moment before answering. “It
is.” she replied.

“I’ll take it from here, private,” he told the
guard, who seemed visibly relieved to be free of the
responsibility. “Follow me, if you wish to see the Colonel.”

The soldier led them down four flights of stairs,
until they reached the ground floor where they exited into the
courtyard. It was getting dark, and there was a cool, damp breeze
in the air. Kile was starting to feel more like herself, now she
was out of the room and doing something, other than sitting around
waiting.

They never approached the gatehouse. Instead, the
man led them toward the cloisters, which ran along the far side of
the bailey.

“Sir, isn’t the Colonel in the city?” Daniel
asked.

“He probably should be,” the guard replied.

“Then shouldn’t we…?”

“Don’t bother, Danny.” Kile said as she kept pace
with the young soldier. “We’re not going to see the Colonel, are
we?”

“Not quite,” the guard replied.

He led them through the archway, under the covered
walk, which ran alongside the gardens. Even this late in the
season, the air was filled with the fragrance of flowers. The guard
stopped beside one of the pillars, which was almost completely
covered in ivy. He leaned against the half wall and grinned.

“What’s going on here?” Daniel asked. “Look, we need
to see the Colonel. It is urgent…” he tried to explain.

Kile held her hand up to silence him. “Is it
Carter?” she asked the young soldier.

The guard checked around a few times before he would
answer. He scratched his chin and then slowly nodded. “I’m afraid
it is,” He replied. “Hunter Hansen went in about six months ago. He
was regularly giving us inside information until last week. We
haven’t heard from him since. His last report said he was onto
something big, but he didn’t know what it was. We think he might
have gotten in over his head.”

“So, what is the Guild doing about it?” she
asked.

“At the moment, I’m afraid nothing. Nothing can be
done. What with the troubles down along the southern coast and the
beginnings of a large scale operation to clear out Denal, we’re
stretched a little thin. Officially, no operation into the
wastelands has been scheduled. We don’t have anyone we can send at
this moment.”

“Then I’ll go.” Kile replied.

“Yeah, I was kind of afraid you’d say that.” The
guard laughed. “But are you really up to it?”

“Of course I am.”

“Seriously? You were the one who said you were
losing your mind.”

“Not while I’m out there.”

“It really doesn’t matter. An operation, like this,
can’t be done on a whim. It has to be sanctioned, by the Guild and
by command. They’ll never let someone like you go out there alone,
it’s too dangerous.”

Daniel grabbed Alex by the arm and pulled him
forward. “Then we’ll go with her.” He said.

“We will?” Alex asked. He seemed a bit confused by
his volunteering.

“You said you wanted to.”

“That was before, when I didn’t think you were going
to take me seriously.”

“It’s still not enough.” The guard replied. “A
third, and two fifth level Hunters won’t be enough to convince
Command. If you’re really set on this, you’re going to have to get
a Certified Level One Hunter to lead the operation, and, you’ll
need some military support.”

“So, we find ourselves a Level One.” Kile
replied.

“I’m afraid it’s not that easy.” The guard said.
“There aren’t too many qualified to lead a mission like this.
Master Folkstaff is busy with recon efforts in Denal and Lady
Silvia already set off to the southern coast. I’m afraid the only
other qualified Hunter, still in Forthbar, is Master Boraro.”

“You can’t be serious? You know what he tried to do
to me.”

“I know, but he’s your only option. You bring me a
qualified team, and I’ll take it to command, otherwise, my hands
are tied.”

Biting her bottom lip, she turned and looked west.
She knew Master Boraro would never agree to help her, and if he
did, the price would be too high. Her only other option would be to
go it alone. Getting into the wastelands wouldn’t be a problem, but
finding Carter might. She wouldn’t be able to rely on certain
aspect of her Edge, not that close to the enemy. If she lost her
grip on reality, who would be there to pull her back in? Grim, of
course, would go with her, but would even he be enough?

“Thank you, Sir,”

“I’m sorry, Kile, I wish I could be more help.” The
guard replied. He made another quick scan of the cloisters before
following the walk back to the baily.

“Who was that?” Daniel asked.

“It doesn’t’ matter, but he’s right. Without a
proper team, we’ll never get into the wastelands, let alone find
Carter.”

“So, we’re sunk before we started, unless, we go to
Master Boraro.”

“Where can we find him?” she asked reluctantly. Her
last encounter with her old weapons master was not a very fond one,
in fact, he tried to kill her.

“He hangs out at the Skinny Rat from time to time.”
Alex replied. “I’ve done a few shows there, not too many, the
patrons are lousy tippers. He’s usually there, hitting on the
waitresses.”

 


They arrived at the stables where Kile found Grim in
the farthest, darkest corner, alone. He must have chosen the stall
himself, because she couldn’t see any stable hand willing to tangle
with a mountain pony. The ponies had bad reputations among the
Callor population, who were all too familiar with their less than
pleasant nature.

“Are you ready?” She asked when she approached.

-Are we finally leaving this dump?-

“Well, not exactly, not yet anyway. We’re going into
the Forthbar to find Master Boraro.”

-And why on earth would you want to find that
vir?-

Grim asked, as he followed Kile out into the
yard.

“Unfortunately, we need him to lead a mission into
the wastelands,” she explained.

Grim snorted.

-Your funeral.-

When they got outside, Alex was sitting upon
Illusion, waiting to go. Daniel was leading Miliea out into the
yard from the opposite side of the stables. Kile approached
Illusion, stroking the horse’s nose.

“He has been treating you alright?” she asked the
horse.

-It’s been entertaining.-

He replied.

Illusion was rare among horses, in that he no longer
wanted to use his real name and instead accepted his vir name, the
one Alex gave him. He was also something of a practical joker, if
that could be said of a horse. There were times he would just go
his own way or act out for no reason what so ever. Alex was still a
little unsure around horses, but the two seemed to have bonded
rather well.

“What did he tell you?” Alex demanded when Kile
stepped back.

“You’re alright,” she assured him. “He says you’ve
been treating him well.”

“He’d better, most of my pay goes to keeping him
fed. He eats better than I do,” the small Hunter grumbled.

-It is good to see you again, Kile.-

Miliea said in her soft voice when she rode up.

Kile stroked the dapple gray’s nose. She had a
certain fondness for Daniel’s horse, probably because it could have
been hers. When Grim refused to be ridden, Daniel offered Miliea to
her. All she had to do was say yes, but she was too stubborn at the
time. Her relationship with Grim might have started off on a bad
note, but she couldn’t imagine these past years without him by her
side. He was more than just her mount, in spite of his ornery
attitude, and sadistic, mean streak, he was her best friend,
besides Vesper.

She climbed onto his back and the yarrow took his
place between the pony’s ears.

“So, where exactly is this… what was it… the Skinny
Lizard?”

“The Skinny Rat,” Alex said, turning Illusion toward
the gatehouse. “It’s just north of the plaza district. There are a
few bars located there. The locals call it, pub row.”

“How many pubs are there?” she asked.

“In the entire city, there are about two dozen, not
counting the ones in the industrial section. I don’t go there. The
crowds get a little too rowdy and my stories aren’t the stories
they want to hear, if you know what I mean. The Hunters, and most
of the soldiers, stay in pub row, moving from one bar to the next,
so that’s where I go. At least they appreciate a good story. There
are five bars along the stretch. There’s the Skinny Rat and the
Flatten Sparrow as well the Wet Frog, the Bloody Sheep, and the
Cog’s Head.”

“And you go to all of these?” Kile asked.

“No, not all of them, not all the time,” he replied.
“The Skinny Rat is kind of a dive, nobody there wants to hear a
storyteller, and the Cog’s Head is a little too refined, or at
least that’s what they want you to think. There’s a lot that goes
on behind those doors that I don’t want any part of. The Bloody
Sheep is all right, but it can get wild sometimes, and there’s
quite a bit of gambling going on, so nobody there wants to hear
stories either. The Wet Frog is pretty good, but I’m usually at the
Flatten Sparrow.”

“Should I be worried about you?” she asked.

Alex just laughed.

They passed through the gatehouse, unhindered. Kile
wasn’t sure what to expect. She did slip out of her room without
telling anyone where she was going. She was afraid there would be a
line of guards stationed at the exit to stop her. When no one even
raised an eyebrow over her departure, she was a bit
disappointed.

Crossing over the small bridge, she was back in
Forthbar, and Alex was leading them east, down one of the more
narrow roads. At least now she was able to look at the people and
the building without having flashbacks of her time in the
crags.

The city was considerably old. The buildings were
all of stone with ivy climbing as high as the third floor. The
vines were bare now, and the leaves of the few trees which dotted
the streets, were nearly gone. Winter was coming in with a
vengeance, and it was going to be a long dark one. When men go to
war, there are few left behind to tend the fields and bring in the
harvest. Some were calling the battle of Moran a turning point in
the war, but even if that was so, they still had a very long way to
go before they would see the end.

Alex led them onto a wider cross road where lights
were lit and music played. There was singing, laughing, and people
stumbling in the streets. This was where the soldiers came to
forget about the war, as well as their families. It was a reprieve
from the nightmare, or sometimes a nightmare unto itself.

“There’s a place up here where most of the Hunters
park their horses.” Alex said, pointing to a small lot off the side
of the street. Sure enough, it was filled with horses tied to
hitching posts. An old man sat on a chair outside the gate and
watched them approach.

“Hey, Aden, it’s me,” Alex shouted. He dismounted
and walked up to the old man, who appeared to be looking everywhere
but at Alex. “Hey, over here,” he said, waving a hand in front of
the man’s face.

“Alex my boy, is that you?” the old man asked.

“Where are your glasses, Aden; you lose them
again?”

“Glasses? I don’t need any glasses. Why, my eyes are
as sharp as a hawk.”

He probably would have been more believable, if he
wasn’t addressing Alex’s horse at the time.

“I have three for you today,” Alex said, reaching
into his pocket and pulling out a few coins. He dropped them into
the old man's hand.

“Going to be spinning your tales in the
Sparrow?”

“Not today. We’re looking for a Hunter by the name
of Boraro.”

“Garret Boraro, huh? Yeah, I seem to recall him
coming through. I believe he’s in the Skinny Rat again.”

“Kind of what I thought,” Alex replied, dropping
another coin into the man’s hand.

Aden held the coin up to one eye and squinted. When
he was sure he wasn’t being cheated, he stuffed them into a small
pouch which hung from his belt.

“You know what to do, son.” He said, returning to
his seat.

Alex led Illusion into the pen, Daniel and Kile
followed.

The lot was much larger than it appeared from the
street and extended back behind two of the buildings. Long hitching
posts lined the inner perimeter of the pen, along with
strategically placed watering troughs. Daniel and Alex chose places
closer to the gate, while Kile decided to choose one of the more
isolated locations.

As they headed toward the far end of the lot,
passing many a horse along the way, Grim suddenly pushed Kile with
his nose.

“I’ll pick you a good spot,” she told him.

-Not that, over there.-

He said, nodding his head toward a small group of
horses off to one side. At first, Kile thought he actually wanted
to be placed with the other horses, but that was so out of
character for him she had to take another look. That’s when she
spotted the light bay mare hitched to one of the posts.

“Is that Rose?” she asked.

-Sure looks like it.-

Grim replied.

She was kind of surprised the mountain pony
recognized the mare, as he often avoids consorting with other
horses. When she got closer, she called out to her. “Is that you,
Rose?” she asked.

The horse turned and looked at her.

-Kile.-

Rose exclaimed, and seemed genuinely excited to see
her.

“It’s been a while. How have you been?” she
asked.

-Rose fine. Master has been good to me.-

The mare replied.

“So your master is here?”

-Yes, master comes here often. Stays most of the
night.-

Rose’s words were filled with images of the white
haired Hunter staggering back to his horse in the early hours of
the morning, and not always alone.

“Why doesn’t that surprise me,” Kile laughed. “It’s
been good to see you again, Rose. Unfortunately, I can’t really
stop to talk. I’m kind of looking for someone,”

She led Grim past the other horses to one of the
vacant hitching posts. She didn’t even bother to secure him, if
Grim had a mind to, he would tear the post out of the ground.
Retrieving Vesper from the pony’s head, she slipped the yarrow into
her satchel

“Now, you be good, you hear,” she told the pony.

-You know this solves your problem.-

He replied.

“What problem?”

-Master Boraro.-

“What do you mean?”

-Oh please, are you that dense?-

Kile had to think about it for a moment, but it
finally clicked.

“You’re right, that’s perfect, thanks Grim,”

She ran back to the front gate where she found
Daniel and Alex waiting.

“What took you so long? This place isn’t that big!”
Daniel complained.

“I was talking to a friend, if you have to know,”
she replied.

“Of course you were,” he said, shaking his head.
“Come on, we still have to find Master Boraro.”

“I don’t think so. Change of plans,”

She approached the old man sitting outside the
gate.

“Sir, I was wondering if you can help me.”

“What? What? Who is it?” The old man asked, jumping
to his feet. He was pretty quick, in spite of his age.

“It’s just us, Aden.” Alex said, calming the old man
down.

“Oh, Alex my boy, your voiced changed.”

“No, it’s just a friend of mine,” he laughed. “This
is Kile, Kile Veller.”

“Oh, Veller, I heard that name before. You wouldn’t
be the same Veller who fought at the fall of Moran?”

“Um, yeah, that was me,” Kile replied meekly. She
didn’t like this fame which was being associated with her.

“What is it that I can help you with, child?”

“I was wondering if you know of a Hunter by the name
of Marcus Taylor.”

 


In spite of Aden being practically blind, the old
man saw quite a bit. For another coin he told them exactly where to
find Marcus. Kile could have figured it out herself. All she had to
do was find the bar with the most women.

The Wet Frog was an odd name for a bar, and had a
picture of a frog in a beer stein hanging over the door. It was a
brightly lit, noisy place, which was pretty much how Alex described
it. There was drinking, dancing, drinking, gambling and more
drinking. Daniel, the tallest of the three, led the way through the
crowd to one of the vacant tables on the far side of the room. The
atmosphere was rather joyous, if not a bit crass. There were
paintings on the wall which Kile found quite embarrassing.

No sooner did they take their seats, then one of the
waitresses arrived.

“What’ll it be?” she asked, having to shout to be
heard above the ruckus.

“Hey, Mabel, they got you working tonight, I see,”
Alex replied.

“Master Bartlow, I don’t think you’ll be able to
perform tonight,” Mable said, pointing to the stage where a young
woman was trying to sing. Her mouth was moving, but the noise level
in the room drowned out any sound she was making.

“Not tonight, Mable. We’re looking for someone,”
Alex replied. “Maybe you’ve seen him… um, actually, I don’t even
know what he looks like.”

“He’s a big man, white hair,” Kile added.

The waitress grinned. “You’re looking for
Marcus.”

Figures, was there a waitress in all the realm who
didn’t know Marcus Taylor? She was just another member of his ever
growing fan club.

“So, you’ve seen him?” Alex asked.

“Oh, sure, he’s over at the bar right now.” she
said, pointing toward the far side of the room.

Only Daniel was able to see over the crowd, and even
he had to stand on his toes.

“I think I see him,” he said. “There’s a white
haired gentleman sitting at the bar, surrounded by three young
ladies.”

“That would be Marcus,” Kile replied, getting to her
feet.

“You wait here, I’ll go talk to him,” Daniel said.
“You’ll get squashed if you try to go out there alone.”

Before Kile could stop him, Daniel was swallowed by
the crowd.

“So, what will it be, Master Bartlow?” Mable
asked.

“Three pints of your Frog’s Brew,” He said with a
grin.

“You better make that two, I’ll have a tea, if I
may,” Kile added.

“Two points of Frog’s Brew and a tea for the lady,”
Mable replied. “Will that be all?”

“For now, thanks, Mable.”

The waitress gave Alex a wink before heading toward
the bar.

“You don’t know what you’re missing.” Alex said,
turning to Kile. “The Frog’s Brew is one of the best beers on Pubs
Row. It’s really the only reason I come in here.”

Kile watched Mable disappear into the crowd. “The
only reason?” she asked him.

“Hey, it’s not like that,” Alex replied
defensively.

She laughed, and turned her attention to the stage,
where the young singer was trying her hardest to be heard above the
noise. But it was no use; even with Kile’s ears, she couldn’t hear
the song.

Moments later, Daniel stumbled out of the crowd.

“Well, I talked to him, but he’s not qualified.” He
said, taking a seat opposite Kile. “We’ll have to ask Master Boraro
after all.”

“Why, what did he say?” Alex asked.

“He said… he said something” Daniel replied. He had
a confused look on his face, as if he was trying to recall the
conversation he had only a few minutes ago. “All I know is he’s not
qualified, but he did give me his autograph.” He added, holding up
a napkin with Marcus’s signature on it

“What did you say to him?” Kile asked.

“I told him we needed a Level One Hunter to lead an
expedition into the wastelands to search for a missing
colleague.”

Kile dropped her head on the table. “I should have
warned you,” she said.

“Why, what’s up?”

“Nothing, just tell him I’m here and I want to talk
to him. He owes me that much.”

“But he’s not qualified.”

“Just tell him I want to talk to him.”

“Okay.” Daniel said with a shrug. Getting to his
feet, he ventured back onto the crowded floor.

Alex picked up the autograph. “You think it’s worth
anything?” he asked, looking it over.

“Hardly,” Kile replied.

Mable returned with their drinks, setting two large
pints of foaming ale down on the table along with a simmering cup
of tea. Alex thanked her and passed her a few coins. Kile was
rather impressed. She really didn’t think he could make a decent
living telling stories in a bar, but Alex appeared to be managing
quite well. It wasn’t that she didn’t think he was talented, she
just didn’t think there was a market for it.

She took a sip of the tea. It wasn’t bad, although
it had a bit of an aftertaste. She regretted not getting the name
of the blend served to her back at the outpost.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the wili,” Marcus
laughed when he emerged from the crowd ahead of Daniel. “I heard
about you and the siege of Moran. Nice bit of work there,
girl.”

“Thanks,” Kile replied, setting her cup down. She
watched him closely. “And I heard I had you to thank for me being
assigned to Perha Squad in the first place.”

“Oh, yeah, well, you know how it is.”

“No, please, tell me.”

“Hey, look, no hard feelings. I’m sorry about that.
You know I would have gone if I knew they were going to drag you
into it.”

“Yeah, I’m sure, but now you can make it up to
me.”

“Anything,” he said, with a big grin.

“Oh, good, because you’re going to lead an operation
into the wastelands to search for a missing contact,” she told
him.

“Now wait a moment there. I am not the Hunter you
want. I am not qualified for such a mission,” he said. His gray
eyes shifted to a bright blue. It was only for a moment, but Kile
saw it.

“See, Kile, I told you, he’s not the Hunter we want.
He’s not qualified,” Daniels said.

“Yeah, Kile, he’s not qualified, he’s not the Hunter
we want,” Alex added.

“Well, I better be going,” Marcus said, pushing
himself up from the table. “I have a few young ladies over there
who are vying for my time,” he said with a wink.

“Sit down,” Kile ordered.

Marcus turned to look at her, his eyes shifting to a
brighter blue. “I’m not the Hunter you’re looking….”

“And you can knock that off while you’re at it,” she
told him.

“Oh, yeah, I forgot. It doesn’t work on you, does
it?” he replied, sheepishly.

“No, it doesn’t. Now sit down.”

He reluctantly took a seat.

“Now, you owe me, Marcus. You said if there was
anything I ever needed, all I had to do was ask.”

“Well, yeah, but I meant like a loan, or helping you
move some furniture, but going off into the wastelands, that’s
asking a bit much.”

“A friend of mine went missing, and he is supposed
to have valuable information for command. We have to find him and
find out what he knows. He was supposed to meet up at a
predetermined rendezvous point, but he never showed. I’m going to
find him, but I’ll have a better chance if I have Command’s
approval.”

“So, you’re really going to do this. You’re going
into the wastelands to search for this Hunter?”

“That’s the plan,” she told him.

“What information does he have?” Marcus asked.

“We don’t know. He said he was onto something, but
no one’s heard from him since.”

“You know, he’s probably dead.”

“I don’t know, not until I see it. And if there’s a
chance he’s not, I have to help him.”

“Why you?” he asked.

“Why not me?”

Marcus leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Say I
help you, what’s in it for me?”

“If this information is as big as some people think
it is, you may never have to work for a drink again,” Kile
replied.

The big man grinned. “Now you’re speaking my
language.” He said. “Yeah, I can see it now. The great white haired
Hunter brings an end to the war.”

“And I’ll be the first to spread the story,” Kile
added.

He pondered it for a moment before extending his
hand. “Then you’ve got yourself a deal.” He said.

“Well, I guess that’s a start,” Daniel replied. He
was still a little unsure of what just transpired. “But is it
enough?”

“Didn’t that guard say we’d have to bring the
military in on this?” Alex reminded her. “We can’t go it alone,
they’ll never sanction it.”

“That’s where we come in.”

Kile turned to see Sandson taking the seat beside
her.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“What everyone else is doing-- trying to forget the
war,” he replied.

“They have us doing some menial tasks around the
city.” Tullner added from behind him.

“So, did we just hear what we thought we heard? You
guys really going into the wastelands?” Sandson asked.

Kile glanced around the room. How many other people
heard their conversation? This was not the best location to conduct
a secret meeting.

“That’s pretty much the plan,” she replied.

“Well then, Commander, when do we leave?” Tullner
asked.

“We?”

“You are still the commanding officer of Perha
Squad,” he reminded her.

“Look, I can’t ask you guy to do this.”

“No, but you can force me.” Marcus grumbled.

“You’re not asking, we’re volunteering,” Sandson
explained.

“Look, Commander, after Denal and the siege of
Moran, I’d follow you anywhere.” Tullner replied. “And the rest of
the squad agrees.”

“What’s left of it,” Sandson added, hoisting his
drink.

“We haven’t gotten the go-ahead yet. We have to meet
with Colonel Barshed first.”

“How are you planning on convincing him?” Daniel
asked.

Marcus grinned. “Leave that to me.” he said.

“Let’s see what he has to say first.” Kile
replied.

“Sure, if you want to do it the hard way.”
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They spent the whole evening sitting and talking in
the Wet Frog, although, most of their plans were becoming more and
more abstract as the night wore on. Marcus was getting them free
drinks, and sometime during the night, Kile’s tea turned into a
strong pink concoction which had no name. When someone came up with
a plan to sneak into the wastelands on a schooner pulled through
the air by a flock of eagles, Kile called it a night. She woke up
the next morning with a pounding headache, and wasn’t even sure how
she managed to get back to her room.

Stumbling out of bed she went to the lavatory to
splash cold water on her face. She was staring at herself in the
mirror, wondering if she should just crawl back into bed, when she
heard someone knocking. Quickly tying back her hair, she rushed to
the door and pulled it open. Daniel looked just as bad as she
felt.

“You look terrible,” she said, stepping aside for
him to enter.

“I feel terrible. I know I didn’t drink that much
last night,” he replied. “It had to be the Frog’s Brew.”

“I don’t know, the others were knocking them back
pretty good.”

“Yeah, but I think they’ve had more experience,”
Daniel said, falling face first on the bed. “They’re waiting for us
downstairs.”

“Who are?” she asked.

“Those soldiers of yours, Tullner and um…”

“Sandson,” she replied.

“Yeah, that’s him, and another guy. Big guy, with a
scarred up face.”

Kile thought for a moment, but the only person she
knew with a scar across his face was Sir Oblum, and he definitely
wasn’t downstairs.

“Come on then,” she said, helping Daniel to his
feet. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

“Hey, I gotta ask you something.”

“What?” She replied, grabbing the satchel from the
table. Vesper was already inside and ready to go.

“It’s about that Hunter, Marcus.”

“Yeah, what about him?”

“What’s his Edge?”

“Daniel, you know I can’t tell you that.”

“Come on, Ki, he used it on us, didn’t he? Or, I
should say, he used it on Alex and me, and probably the waitress.
There’s no way we should have gotten that many free drinks.”

Kile laughed. “Yeah, I’m afraid so,” she said.
“Marcus is a miscellaneous, like me. But his Edge is a little
harder to explain. He can persuade people to do things or believe
things, just by looking them in the eye, or at least that’s what he
told me. There may be more to it.”

“I don’t get it.”

“When you first talked to him, he used his Edge on
you to convince you he wasn’t qualified, and you believed him. He
probably used it on the waitress, convincing her we already paid
for our drinks or the drinks were on the house, or some such
nonsense.”

“But that’s an abuse of power. A Hunter can’t use
their Edge against another Hunter. It’s against the code.”

“Danny, since leaving the Academy, I’ve come to the
conclusion that nobody cares about the code.”

“Yeah, maybe, but that still doesn’t explain why he
didn’t use his Edge on you.”

“Oh, he did, more than once. It just doesn’t work on
me.”

“Why not?”

“Well, it goes back to what he said when I first met
him. He told me his Edge doesn’t work on animals. He tried to use
it on his horse, but it didn’t get him anywhere. As near as I can
figure, I’m closer to an animal, than I am to a vir.”

“That’s not true, Ki.”

“Lately, I’m not so sure,” she said with a shrug
before venturing out into the hall.

For whatever reason, the guard was no longer posted
at the top of the stair. She wondered if the man had gotten into
trouble for letting her sneak out yesterday, although she really
didn’t do much sneaking. It could be that someone doesn’t think she
needs to be guarded any longer, and she was pretty sure she knew
who that someone was.

Stepping out into the courtyard, she was approached
by three soldiers. Tullner, Sandson and…

“Private Browne, it’s good to see you back on your
feet,” she said.

“It’s good to be back on my feet, Commander,” he
replied with a grin.

He was a big, solid man who once had a kind, gentle
face, but that face was long gone. The damage done was not
something which could easily be remedied. He had gone with Sergeant
Wargner into Coopervill and was counted among the dead. He only
managed to get back to the campsite with Corporal Duffy’s help.
From there he was tied onto Grim’s back and sent on ahead to Moran.
Kile never saw him after that.

He touched the side of his face. “I know, it’s not
pretty,” he said. “But I can still fight.”

“I don’t doubt it, so, you’re on board then?”

“If you’ll have me,” he replied.

“Any member of Perha Squad is always welcome. I’m
sorry I never visited you in the infirmary,” she told him while
they headed toward the stables.

“From what I heard, you had your hands full.”

“Still, I should have made time. How are the others,
Renop and Hilnn?”

“Ah, you know Renop. He’s actually doing quite
well,” Browne said with a smile, “although his leg still pains him.
Word is, he may be going home soon. He wanted to come along on this
little expedition, but was afraid he’d be more of a hindrance than
a help. As for Hilnn, he’s up and about, but um… he’s not quite
right.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The damage was pretty bad. There are times he
doesn’t even remember who he is. The healers don’t hold out much
hope for him to make a full recovery.”

“Is this true?” Kile asked, turning to Daniel.

“I’m afraid so.” Daniel replied. “Physical wounds
are one thing, but when the head is damaged, like in Private
Hilnn’s case, there’s really nothing that can be done.”

When they reached the stables, they found Private
Anurr with their horses, ready to go.

“Greetings, Commander,” he shouted from atop his
horse. “I would have fetched your mount, but I’m not going anywhere
near that beast.”

“That beast saved my life when I was unconscious.”
Brown replied, “and unconscious is the only way I would ever go
near that beast again,” he laughed.

“It doesn’t look as if either one of you will have
to retrieve our Commander’s mount.” Sandson said, pointing to the
stables. Grim was plodding his way across the courtyard toward
them.

-Wonderful, we are in the midst of fools again.-

Grim said with contempt.

Tullner pulled himself up on his horse. “The Hunters
are meeting us at headquarters,” he said, turning his mount toward
the gatehouse. “We should probably get moving.”

He had taken over command of Perha Squad. The timid
farm boy, who wanted nothing more than to return to his fields, was
becoming a first rate soldier. Kile wasn’t surprised. She always
thought he had it in him, all he needed was the confidence. Even
Captain Jax thought he would make a fine officer one day.

They followed Tullner into Forthbar. She was amazed
how anyone could remember the twist and turns of the streets.
Granted, she had only been in the city on a few occasions and
really didn’t have much time to learn the lay of the land, but she
could learn more about a forest in a day, than she could learn
about a city in a year.

When they arrived at Coronel Barshed’s headquarters,
she was glad to see the horses and the dog had been allowed to
return. Of course, they didn’t know she was coming, so they didn’t
have time to clear out the animals. Riding up to the front steps,
they dismounted. Tullner spoke with the guard who regarded Kile
suspiciously over the young man’s shoulder. It was clear the guard
was given no orders to confiscate anything or hinder Kile’s
arrival, and he reluctantly ushered them in.

“It’s about time you guys got here.” Marcus said,
getting up from the bench beside the wall. Alex was sitting next to
him, spinning what looked like an ostrich in the air. It
disappeared as soon as he saw them arrive.

“Have you spoken with him yet?” Tullner asked.

“Tried,” Marcus said with a shrug, “But he wants to
speak with Kile first. I thought about pushing it, but there’s
something about that man, I just can’t put my finger on.”

“I wouldn’t even try if I was you,” Kile
replied.

“So, is this everybody?” Anurr asked, looking around
the room.

“Not quite. We did pick up another Hunter,” Marcus
replied.

“Who?” Kile asked. The only other Hunter she knew
who was in the City was Master Boraro. Surely he didn’t want to
come along. This was not the kind of group he would associate
with.

“That would be me.” Larks said, stepping out from
behind them. “I hope you don’t mind. I ran into Alex this morning
and he told me about the mission.”

“I guess this isn’t a secret mission.” Browne
replied.

“No,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “If it was a
secret mission, Alex would have told a lot more people.”

“Hey, nobody said anything about this being a secret
mission.” Alex replied defensively.

“That’s true, but we don’t really want everyone to
know about it either.” Sandson added. “How about we keep this to
ourselves, for the time being.”

“First things first, we talk to Colonel Barshed.”
Tullner said.

“I’ll talk to him,” Kile said, heading for the
office door.

“You want me to come with you?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t think it will be necessary.”

Kile entered the office and found Colonel Barshed
bent over the table filling out forms. She started to remember all
the forms she filled out during her time as a Hunter and wondered
where all that paper was now. Contracts, claim forms, reverse
scripts, payment papers, even her waiver documents sat in some box
in some building, never to be read again. It all seemed
pointless.

“Oh, Kile, one moment please.” Barshed said and
continued to scribble his name along the bottom of two more forms
before he came up for air. “The paperwork is endless,” he
laughed.

“I can see that. There’s also no shortage of from
within the Hunter’s Guild either,” she replied.

“Yeah, that's true. I never knew where all that
paper work came from. It was so much easier back in the day. They
use to hand you your assignment, you would complete your
assignment, and then you would get paid. Never had to sign my name
to anything,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “So, I see you
got a group together.”

“As you requested.”

“Marcus Taylor?”

“He is a Certified Level One Hunter, sir. That is
who you wanted to lead the operation.”

“Yeah, but Marcus, I mean, he’s good at what he
does. He’s a script Hunter. I’d even go as far as to say he’s one
of the best, but to lead a mission like this. He’s always been a
bit of a loner, much like you. I never saw him as a team
player.”

“He owes me, sir.”

“Why, because he stole your thunder with the
Minotaur of Calder falls?”

Kile laughed. “Hardly,” she said. “That’s the last
thing I wanted to be associated with. Besides, Tullner and Sandson
are more than qualified to lead.”

“I suppose.” Barshed replied. “Just… be careful.
Keep an eye on him, and yourself.”

“So, is that it? We can get started?” she asked.

“Hold your horses, young lady, I just told you to be
careful, I didn’t agree to anything. This isn’t quite how things
are done. Soldiers don’t organize their own operations. That’s
still done by Command.”

“But you said…”

“I know what I said. I can convince them this was my
idea, but that doesn’t mean they will approve it. They still have a
lot of variables to work out first.”

“How long is that going to take?” she asked.

“Under the circumstances, they should fast track it.
Time is the one thing we don’t have. I’m giving my report this
afternoon. Hopefully we should know by this evening.”

“Yes, sir. Would it help if Marcus went with you, he
can be very persuasive.”

“I bet he can, but that’s won’t be necessary. But,
if I was you, I would start preparing now, because, if you get the
go ahead, you’re going to have to leave quickly.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Kile stepped back out into the hall where the others
waited patiently.

“So, what did he say, did we get the go ahead?”
Tullner asked, stepping forward.

“It’s not up to him,” she replied, and then had to
quiet them down before they started to protest. “He has to bring it
up with Command. Only they can sign off on the mission.”

“So, we just wait?” Daniel asked.

“There’s not much else we can do. He’s going to
speak with them this afternoon. We should know something by this
evening.”

“What are we supposed to do in the meantime?” Larks
asked.

“I say we head over to the bar.” Marcus replied.
“Drinks are on me,” he shouted, turning to the door.

Kile stepped in front of him. “Nobody is going
anywhere, just yet,” she said. “I think we should gather our
supplies first, get ready. If we get the go ahead, I want to be on
the road early tomorrow morning, at the latest. Every moment we
waste, is one less moment Carter has.”

“Okay, you heard her guys, get everything you’ll
think we’ll need,” Tullner said, turning to the rest of the group.
“There won’t be too many places along the way, so pack
accordingly.”

“We’ll meet at the Flatten Sparrow,” Kile added.

“Now you’re talking.” Marcus shouted. “First rounds
on me,” he said, heading for the door.

“You mean the first rounds on the first waitress you
charm,” Kile replied.

Marcus laughed. “It’s pretty much the same
thing.”

 


There really wasn’t anything Kile needed. Like all
Hunters, she traveled light. Guild Master Latherby once told her,
all a Hunter needs is a good horse, a good weapon, a good heart and
a good head on their shoulders. She had the horse, she had the
weapon and she had the heart, the head just needed a little work,
but it was salvageable. Of course, a new set of traveling clothes
wouldn’t hurt, as well as a decent pair of boots, and she did just
get paid. A good portion of that payment went back home to her
brother, although, it wasn’t her home anymore. She may no longer be
welcome, but Leon was still her brother, and he did have a family
to support while she had nobody. So, with what little she kept for
her own personal expenses, she was able to purchase some
essentials.

It was about midafternoon when she found the Flatten
Sparrow, and much to her horror, there was indeed a picture of a
flattened sparrow over the door. It was a crude image of a large
anvil with two bird feet stick out from under it and few feathers
floating around. She shook her head and stepped inside.

The place was not nearly as packed or as loud as the
Wet Frog, and it appeared to be a simple tavern, which didn’t take
itself too seriously, which was evident by the picture over the
door, and, unfortunately, the one over the bar. This one depicted
the same flat sparrow, but this time, it met its unfortunate end
under the foot of some large beast.

Most of the attention was drawn to the stage where a
young, one eyed, Hunter turned bard, was entertaining the crowd
with a story. Alex was in his element, sitting before his audience
while his illusions performed as he narrated. Kile wasn’t familiar
with this particular tale, and she was grateful it wasn’t about
her. The story was about a lone wizard, exploring a strange land
and pining for the woman he left behind. It was actually quite
moving, although she only caught the tail end of it.

When he finished, and the illusions faded from the
stage, the audience applauded, but more importantly, they dropped
coins into a mug that was sitting on the table.

“Hey, Kile Girl,” he shouted when he saw her.
Grabbing his mug he gave it a shake. By the sound it made, he was
doing pretty well for himself. “Thought I’d get in a few
performances before we hit the road,” he told her.

“Are you sure you still want to come?” she asked
him. “You seem to have found your place here.”

“What, this?” he said, looking around the bar. “It’s
okay. It’s not Baxter’s Bay though. That's where I’m going when I
get my discharge papers.”

“So, it’s final?” she asked, sitting down at one of
the tables. Alex joined her.

“Oh yeah, I’m officially out, well… not officially,
not yet anyway. I guess there’s some paperwork which has to be
filed first.”

“What about the Guild? Are you leaving the Hunters
as well?”

“I don’t know,” he said, slumping down in his chair.
“They said I can stay in the Guild, you know, be a Hunter in name
only. It’s kind of good for business, but I’d feel like a fake. You
know what I mean?”

“You got some new material I see,” she said,
pointing to the stage.

“Oh, that?” he replied dismissively. “I found those
stories in an old book at the Bay Library. Tales of the Legendary
Wizard or something like that. I kind of spiced them up, gave them
more of a romantic feel.”

“From what I saw, it was very good.”

“Thanks, I’ve been trying to write some original
material, but I haven’t really had much luck. I’m hoping, once this
is all over, I’ll have a bit more free time.”

“You keep this up, and there will be bards telling
stories about you.”

Alex laughed. “Can you imagine that? I can tell a
story about me telling stories about me telling stories.”

“Only you could get away with doing something like
that.” Daniel said, taking a seat at the table. “So, have we heard
anything yet?” he asked.

“I only just got here myself,” Kile replied.

“No, no word yet,” Alex added. “Marcus was at the
bar when I got here, but he left with some waitress, and that was
about three hours ago. Tullner and that other guy, I think it was
Sandson. They came in but went out again. I haven’t seen anyone
else.”

“So what, we just sit here and wait?” Daniel
asked.

“Well, wait and eat, I’m starving,” Kile
replied.

They flagged down a waitress, and gave her their
order. When the food arrived, Alex paid the bill. Kile was going to
protest, but after finding out he made more in one week than she
did the entire time she was under siege, she let him. The food
wasn’t bad, far better than some of the meals she had during her
time in the military, but the company was better. It reminded her
of her days back at the Academy, when the five of them sat around
the table, in the back of the dining hall, complaining about their
instructors, their lessons, and anything else they could think of.
Now there were only three of them. Murphy was the last to join
their group, but he was the first to leave it. He was killed on a
routine deliver assignment, not to long after achieving his fifth
level certificate. Now Carter was missing, and they weren’t even
sure if he was still alive. Who would be next, she wondered? One of
them might not even come back from this mission.

Daniel was sitting quietly, mindlessly scanning one
of the medical books. He was not a field Hunter, and as far as Kile
knew, he had never been on an assignment. His skills were those of
a healer. He was too valuable for the front lines.

Alex was playing tug of war with Vesper on the other
side of the table, using a lettuce leaf. Although he was
technically a field Hunter, he was never really in the field. Most
of his assignments were running messages around Baxter’s Bay. It
was only recently he had seen any real action, and the result of it
was blindness in one eye. He was lucky to be alive. How long would
that luck hold out?

Kile leaned back in her chair. She would never
forgive herself if anything happened to either of them. Of course,
it could be her, who doesn’t come back from this one. She may be a
bona fide field Hunter, but she dodged one too many disasters
already. Her luck was running out. It was only a matter of
time.

She was actually thinking of ways she could leave
them behind when Perha Squad entered the Flatten Sparrow, or what
was left of Perha Squad. There were only four of them now, or four
who were willing to go with her into the wastelands. They were
dressed in their riding armor and carried their helmets under their
arms. They even stood in formations. It made her feel
uncomfortable.

“Commander,” Tullner shouted upon seeing her. He
might not have actually shouted it, but it sounded loud to Kile
when everyone turned around to see who he was addressing. “Has
there been any word from the Colonel?” he asked.

“None yet,” she replied. “Now, will you sit down,
you’re making me nervous.”

“Sorry, Commander,” Tullner said. He motioned for
the others to take a seat at one of the tables while he sat down at
hers.

“And will you please knock off the whole commander
thing?” she told him.

“Sorry… it’s just…”

“I know, I know, it’s just your training,” she
replied.

“So, what is the plan?” Tullner asked.

“Plan?”

“Yeah, the plan, you know? What’s going to happen?
What are we actually going to do?”

“Yeah, Kile, what is your plan?” Daniel asked,
leaning back in his chair and grinning. Of course he would find
this more interesting than his medical books.

She shot him a look, before answering Tullner.

“Look, this isn’t going to be like a military
operation, this is more like a Hunter assignment.”

“What are fearless leader is trying to say is, she
has no idea what she is going to do, there is no plan, and she is
making this up as she goes along,” Daniel added.

“That’s what I said, it’s just like any other Hunter
assignment,” Kile replied.

“I see,” Tullner said, looking between the two of
them. “Then how are we supposed to proceed without a plan?” he
asked, there was no hiding his confusion.

“We play it by ear.”

“Play it… by ear.” Tullner repeated. “They warned me
about getting involved with Hunters.”

“Too late now, you signed on,” Alex laughed.

Kile noticed Marcus heading toward them, he was
pointing to the front door of the bar. Turning around, she saw
Larks enter. When he spotted her, he ran over and handed her a
piece of paper.

“Bad news,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s a no
go. Colonel Barshed couldn’t convince the council. They say they
don’t want to risk an operation into the wastelands without proper
support and planning.”

“So, that’s it?” Alex said, looking around the room.
By now, the rest of Perha Squad had joined them. “They’re just
going to leave him out there.”

“I’m afraid so,” Tullner replied. “Obviously,
Command doesn’t see this as a practical operation. They probability
deem the success rate too low.”

“So, now what?” Daniel asked.

“We go back to work,” Marcus said with a shrug. He
turned and headed back to the bar.

Kile got up, grabbed her new satchel from the back
of the chair, ushered Vesper into it and headed for the door.

“Wait, where are you going?” Daniel asked.

“I’m going to look for Carter,” she replied, as if
the answer was obvious.

“But Command said it’s a no go,” Sandson added.

“So,” Kile said with a shrug. “Command controls the
military, I’m a Hunter,”

“Yeah, but we work for the military,” Daniel
reminded her.

“I quit,” she said, shouldering the satchel.

Once she was outside, she stopped and took a deep
breath. Even within the city walls, just being outside felt
cleansing. The cold air cleared her mind. If she was really
planning on doing this, really planning on going into the
wastelands alone, she would have to leave soon, before anyone could
stop her. She unfolded the paper and reread the note. Was it from
Colonel Barshed, or Mathew Latherby, or it could have even been
from Luke? It was hard to tell, but the message was clear. They
were the coordinates of the next rendezvous point, where Carter
should be in five days.

Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge and
stretched her consciousness through the city. It didn’t take her
long to find Bakara and his kin. They had remained in Forthbar and
were always close. Although he claimed to no longer serve
Ravenshadow, she couldn’t help feeling he was keeping an eye on
her. It may be a gamble to ask for his aid, but she knew his
services would be necessary, if she wanted to travel unseen.

Before long, she felt the familiar weight upon her
head. The old raven walked to the brim of her hat and looked down
at her from over the top.

-How may I be of assistance?-

Bakara asked in his harsh voice.

“I’m going into the wastelands,” she told him.

-Why would you wish to return there?-

How much should she tell the old raven? How much did
she truly trust him? He claimed Lindear sent him, but could she
trust Lindear? She didn’t know the vulture any better than she knew
the raven. If only Kaza was here, at least she could trust the
crow. Kile laughed at the absurdity of the argument. If anyone knew
what she was thinking, they would have labeled her mad a long time
ago.

“I’m going to look for somebody,” she replied.

-You are seeking Ravenshadow?-

Bakara asked.

“Not likely. The man I seek is a Hunter. He’s lost,
and I’ll need your help.”

-You have only to ask. I am at your service,
mistress.-

It was difficult to get a fix on the raven, but it
was difficult to get a fix on any birds. Unlike most animals, their
minds were, as Vesper once put it, flighty. They have a tendency to
think rapidly and don’t remain fixed on any one subject. She
wondered if that short attention span also applied to
loyalties.

She was halfway to the old stables, where she left
Grim, when Daniel caught up with her.

“Do you really think you’re going alone?” he asked,
coming up behind her.

She didn’t turn around, she just continued walking.
“I don’t want to get anyone in else in trouble, and I’m not
abandoning Carter,” she told him.

“In case you forgot, Carter is my friend too.
Actually, he was my friend before he was yours.”

“So what are you trying to say? That you have more
of a right to find him than I do.”

“No, only that we’re going with you.”

Stopping, she suddenly turned to look at him and
felt the raven momentarily lose his balance on her hat. Slower
movements next time, she told herself. “Who are we?” she asked.

“Alex, Larks and myself, as well as your Perha Squad
friends. I don’t know about Marcus though, Tullner was going to
talk with him.”

“When did you decide this?” she asked. “I only just
left the bar a couple of minutes ago.”

“Oh please Kile, we all knew if Command wasn’t going
to go along with the operation, you would try to go it alone, so we
all agreed to go with you.”

Kile just stared at him.

“Contrary to popular belief, you do have friends,
even if you want to ignore us.”

“I don’t ignore you guys… well, not all the
time.”

“So, are we going?” he asked.

It was so much easier when she decided to take on
the responsibility alone, to go off by herself. What’s the worse
they could do to her? They already tried locking her up once. If
they kicked her out of the military, she would probably be
grateful. As for the Guild, she wanted to quit, she actually did,
but a moment, of what Grim would call noble pride, made her come
back. Now she was going to be responsible for all of them, they
were following her lead. Some of them had promising careers in the
military, some in the Guild. By following her into the wastelands,
they could be throwing away their livelihood, if not their very
lives. But she knew she couldn’t do it alone.

“Fine, I guess you guys can come,” she replied.

“Oh wow, that's really big of you,” Daniel
laughed.

“Just meet me at the western gatehouse in an
hour.”

“We’ll be there.”

“And try not to let everyone know where we’re
going.”

She watched as Daniel returned to the Flatten
Sparrow. She had to admit, it would be easier than going it alone,
but she was still worried about bringing him and Alex into the
wastelands, and she wasn’t too sure about Larks. He said he wanted
more excitement, but did he really know what he was getting himself
into. Perha Squad could take care of themselves, they had seen
action, and were now veteran soldiers, if three weeks behind enemy
lines can make one a veteran. Marcus, well, Marcus was Marcus and
looked out for himself, but he was a survivor, and his trophies
proved that.

One step at a time, she thought.

-He seemed… likeable.-

Bakara said

“He’s okay,” Kile replied.

-You care for him?-

“He’s a friend,”

-Is that all he is?-

“I did not ask you along to evaluate my personal
life,”

-Just making conversation-

Fortunately, she reached her destination before she
had to reply.

It was a pleasant looking barn with the simple name
of Cali’s Livery. It was nowhere near as grand as the ones up at
the keep, and they accepted mountain ponies. She was surprised by
how many stables in Forthbar wouldn’t even consider taking in
mountain ponies. One would think they had a bad reputation.

Entering through the side door, she found Grim in
one of the stalls. The rest of the place was empty, save for two
other horses, located near the front of the barn. She had gotten to
know both of them. They belonged to a pair of merchants out of
Littenbeck.

-So, what’s the verdict?-

Grim asked.

“It’s a no go,” she told him.

-But we’re going anyway.-

“That’s the plan.”

-Is this a solo adventure, or are we going to be
saddled with a bunch of vir.-

“The others have agreed to come as well,” she said,
leaning on the gate.

-Wonderful, a herd of vir walking across the
wastelands. That shouldn’t go unnoticed.-

“Do you want us to go alone then?”

-Personally, I wanted to go to the mountain. What
did that little vir ever do for me.-

“He’s my friend.”

-That’s right. He’s your friend, not mine.-

“Please, Grim, you’re not going to give me a hard
time, are you?”

-I didn’t say I wasn’t going to go. I’ll go. As I
said before, someone has to keep you out of trouble.-

“Come on then,” she said, pulling the stall door
open. “We have to be at the gatehouse in an hour.”

She was leading him out of the barn when she smelled
him. It was the scent of old books mixed with soap and roses, or at
least a rose smelling soap. Stopping, she quickly scanned the
shadows of the stables.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Trying not to be noticed,” he replied. “It would
seem I failed. What gave me away?”

“Your scent.”

“I see, hard to hide that,” Roland said, stepping
out from behind the office wall. He was wearing an old cloak with
the hood pulled up over his head. He looked suspicious even without
trying. “I wasn’t trying to spy on you or anything. I just didn’t
want to disturb you while you were talking. At first I thought it
might have been one of the stable hands you were conversing with.
It wouldn’t do for me to be seen walking around in public.”

“Then why are you here?” she asked.

“To see you,” he replied. “I was present when
Colonel Barshed proposed the operation into the wastelands to
command. I could have spared you the time. They never would have
accepted it. To the military, Hunters are expendable, or haven’t
you realized that yet.”

“I learned that lesson a long time ago,” she
replied. “I suppose if it was a soldier lost in the wastelands,
they would send in a whole platoon to find him? It doesn’t matter,”
she said. “They made their decision, and we have to live with it.
Too bad I can’t say the same for Carter.”

“You knew him?”

“He was a friend of mind, from my days at the
Academy. He was a good Hunter… is a good Hunter.”

“I’m sorry.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you snuck out of the
castle to come here. Won’t Jerald be worried?”

“He’d have a conniption if he knew where I was, but
I knew you were going on this mission, regardless of what Command
decided.”

“And you’re here to stop me.”

“Like I could,” Roland replied. “No, actually, I
wanted to help you.”

“Don’t even say you want to come along, I have
enough to deal with.”

He laughed. “I’m afraid I’m not the adventuring
type.” He said as he removed one of his rings. Reaching down, he
took her hand in his. “Take this,” he told her and slipped the ring
onto her finger. “This is a symbol of my house. If you need to, use
my name. I doubt if it will help you in the wastelands, but it
could help you reach it, if anyone tries to stop you, that is.”

“Thank you, but… why?” she asked.

He brought his hand gently under her chin and lifted
her head slightly. Bakara took the hint and flew up to the rafters.
Roland slowly leaned in and kissed her.

“Don’t you know?” he asked.

She was caught completely off guard, this was way
out of her confront zone. Before she could react, or say anything,
he was gone. She just stood there, dumbfounded, while he
disappeared into the streets of Forthbar. The only sound she heard
was Grim laughing.

-That shut you up.-

He said.

Kile quickly turned on him. “Not another word.”

 


They rode through the streets of Forthbar with Grim
humming some simple child’s tune about love and marriage. Kile
tried to ignore him, but it was difficult. There was nothing about
this in her Hunter’s code book.

“Kile.”

“Nothing, nothing happened,” she shouted.

“Hey, I was just going to say you rode right past
us,” Daniel replied, riding up to her on Miliea.

Kile quickly looked around. She hadn’t realized Grim
brought her directly to the gatehouse.

“You all right? You look a bit preoccupied,” Daniel
asked.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Nothing happened,” she
replied, a bit too quickly.

“All right, I’d say you were acting strange, but I
don’t really know what’s normal for you.”

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

“Seriously, have you seen yourself lately? You’re
riding through the streets of Forthbar on a mountain pony with a
bird sitting on your head.”

“Where are the others?” she asked.

“We thought it might be suspicious if we rode
together, so Perha Squad went one way and Veller Squad went the
other.”

“Nobody is actually looking for us-- Veller
Squad?”

Daniel laughed. “Well, the soldiers had their squad,
so we decided to form our own.” He explained.

“So you called it Veller Squad.”

“It was Alex’s idea.”

“Of course it was,” she said, heading toward the new
Veller Squad, who were tucked into one of the alleys. “Look guys,”
she said when she reached them. “You can back out now if you want.
Nobody has to come along.”

“Nobody is backing out.” Lark told her. “We’re in
this together.”

“It’s just that, this could get really bad,” she
explained.

“Look, we all agreed to go when we thought Command
was going to give us the okay, what makes it any different now?”
Daniel asked.

“Because, once was pass through those gates, we’ll
be AWOL, and I think the military frowns on that,” she replied.

“Yeah, but the Guild won’t,” Lark added. “The Guild
has a long list of Hunters who have bent the rules to get an
assignment completed. So, if we get booted out of the military, who
cares?”

He had a point, she thought. Rules to a Hunter are
more like suggestions.

“There they are.” Alex said, pointing up the street
were four soldiers were riding in formation.

Kile lead Veller Squad alongside Perha Squad.

“Commander,” Tullner said, eyeing the bird on her
head. “I think our first obstacle will be getting out of
Forthbar.”

“What do you mean?”

“They close the gates at night. Nobody is allowed in
or out, without authorization.” he explained.

“Seriously, and nobody thought about bringing this
up until now?” she asked.

“We were supposed to be leaving in the morning, so
it was a nonissue,” he told her.

“Not to mention the fact, we were also supposed to
have authorization.” Sandson added.

“You aren’t helping,” she told him.

They rode the rest of the way to the gate where a
guard in the Callor colors approached them. He was a middle-aged
man with a short scruffy beard and a mess of black hair. He stood
in front of them, blocking their way.

“The gates are closed, until the morn. What business
do you have here?” he asked.

Tullner dismounted and stepped forward.

“We are on an errand for Lord Bollen and we need to
pass,” he said in his most authoritative voice. Kile was a bit
surprised. He had definitely grown since she first rode with him.
Confronting authority, and lying to them, was not something the old
Tullner would have done.

“I have not received any message about an errand,”
the guard replied.

He didn’t seem very impressed with Tullner’s
authoritative voice.

“Does Lord Bollen often share his affairs with the
gate keeper?” Tullner asked.

“When they pass through my gate, he does,” the guard
retorted.

This wasn’t going too well. Kile turned the King’s
ring on her finger. She could use Roland’s name, surely the guard
wouldn’t stop them if their errand was for the King, but it seemed
such a waste to use it now. Then again, if they couldn’t get past
the gate, there was no mission. Kile was about to dismount when she
heard a rider coming up one of the side streets.

From out of the darkness he came upon his light bay
mare, his white hair flowing behind him. He always knew how to make
an entrance. Marcus skidded to a halt, kicking up rocks and dust
between Tullner and the guard.

“What’s the problem here?” He demanded, turning Rose
around. “Why have we stopped?”

“And who might you be, sir?” the guard asked.

“Me?” Marcus laughed. “Surely you’ve heard of the
great white haired Hunter.”

The guard looked over his shoulder to his two
companions who were sitting at a small table behind him. They were
in the middle of a game of cards before they were interrupted. The
two men laughed at Marcus’s arrogance.

“We have heard of such a man, and even he would not
be allowed through the gates after nightfall,” the guard said,
standing his ground.

Marcus looked at the dark haired man carefully. “But
you’ll make an exception for us,” he said in his softest, most
persuasive, voice.

“But we’ll make an exception for you,” the guard
replied.

Marcus grinned. “Open the gates and let us through,”
he told him.

Turning around the guard waved to his companions.
“Open the gates and let them through,”

The two men looked at one another in disbelief
before one approached. He was a tall, lanky man with sandy blonde
hair.

“Thompson, no one is allowed through the gates at
night without proper authorization, you know that,” he reminded the
guard.

“But we have authorization,” Marcus explained.

“They have authorization,” Thompson, replied.

Kile watched the exchange in awe. Marcus used his
Edge so effortlessly, the guard really didn’t stand a chance. He
was no more than a marionette, with the Hunter pulling the strings.
The sandy haired man knew something wasn’t quite right, he just
couldn’t place his finger on it. He looked at his companion and
then at Marcus. He didn’t trust this white haired Hunter. “I have
not seen any authorization,” he finally said.

“But you have seen it,” Marcus told Thompson.

“I have seen it,” Thompson replied.

When a confused and troubled look came over
Thompson’s face, Kile was sure Marcus pushed it too far. She was
about to intervene when Thompson turned to the other two guards and
shouted. “He has authorization, open the gates now. That is an
order.”

The young man, still seated at the table, quickly
jumped to his feet. Clearly this was out of character for the guard
named Thompson, but he had no intention of questioning his
superior, instead, he ran into the gatehouse. There was a bit of
commotion and a bit more shouting, but the gates were finally
opened.

“You may pass,” Thomson told them and waved them
through.

Kile couldn’t help but notice, Thomson seemed a
little dazed, as if he knew what he was saying, wasn’t something he
should be saying.

“Thank you, sir,” Marcus replied. He turned and gave
Tullner a wink. “And that’s how it’s done.” He said, before riding
Rose through the gates of Forthbar.

“I warned you Tullner,” Sandson said, riding past
him, “Never get mixed up with Hunters.”

 


Once they were out of the city and put some distance
between them and Forthbar, they felt a little more at ease, even
though now, they were officially AWOL. They had successfully passed
the first obstacle, which was getting out of the city. Now, all
they had to do was, reach the rendezvous point in five days to meet
up with Carter. It was still a good four day ride to the edge of
the wastelands, and there may be more checkpoints to get through.
They rode through the night and well into the morning, putting all
thoughts of breakfast and sleep from their minds.

With routine updates from Bakara of the surrounding
area, mostly pertaining to where the King’s troops were located,
they were able to avoid notice and make themselves as inconspicuous
as possible, but with Marcus leading the column, it wasn’t easy.
When they rode through one of the smaller towns, on the very edge
of Callor, he felt the need to greet everyone, even if they didn’t
know him. The way the citizens clamored over each other just to
shake his hand or touch his boot, Kile was sure it had more to do
with his Edge, than with his fame. His Edge was more powerful than
she originally thought. If he hadn’t been so instrumental in
getting them out of the city, she would have ditched him in the
first bar they came to.

“Must you?” she asked, riding alongside him.

“I don’t know what you mean.” Marcus laughed.

“The way you use your Edge, it borders on
abuse.”

“Oh come on,” he replied with a grin. “I’m just
having a little fun. Lighten up.”

“Fun? Do you ever wonder what your Edge does to
these people? Did you even think there might be some lasting
effects messing with someone’s mind like that?” she asked.

If his Edge was anything like her use of the
Maligar, there were serious consequences.

“I assure you, there is no harm done,” he told her.
“Most of the people don’t even know when it happens, and when it’s
over, they think it was their idea all along. It’s just a simple
persuasion.”

“It seems… unnatural.”

“Actually, it’s quite natural,” He explained. “You
can’t persuade someone to do something they didn’t want to do in
the first place. All I’m doing is just giving them a little nudge
in the right directions. You’d be surprised what people secretly
want to do. Why, I can tell you stories about the time I was in
this little tavern down south and this barmaid…”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Kile shouted. “Just, keep
it on the down low, will you.”

“Hey, whatever you say, you’re the boss.” Marcus
laughed. “But if you ever want to hear some stories…”

“I’d like to hear them, if that’s okay?” Alex said,
riding up beside him.

“Sure thing, son, pull up a horse and have a
listen.” Marcus replied. “It was about six years ago and I had just
defeated the Troll of Blackmore. You heard that story, didn’t you,
well, this one’s better. You see, there were these two barmaids in
a little tavern down along the southern border…”

Kile decided it was time to leave, and fell back to
the end of the column.

“What’s happening up there?” Daniel asked.

“I fear we will have to cleanse Alex after this
mission if he hangs around Marcus for much longer,” she told
him.

“You can’t blame him. Marcus is kind of larger than
life.”

“Oh please, not you too, Danny.”

“Hey, Marcus is becoming a legend and Alex is a
first rate story teller. It was bound to happen.”

“Still, Marcus could be a bad influence on someone
like Alex.”

“Alex knows what’s what. He’s told his fair share of
questionable stories.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard a few of them,” Kile replied.

 


The morning melted into the afternoon, which
eventually became evening. A meal of hardtack and water was the
only food they ate since yesterday, if hard-tack could be called
food. Kile still thought it tasted like spiced potting soil, but
she managed to choke down a few mouthfuls. It was Larks, who was
the first to ask the questions everyone was thinking.

“Where are we stopping for the night? Or are we
stopping?” he asked.

The thought never crossed Kile’s mind. Riding on a
mountain pony, one doesn’t necessarily stop, one just plods
along.

“I don’t know, I’ve never been around here before,”
she said, surveying the area. “These are your stomping grounds,
Danny, what do you say?”

“Not mine,” he replied. “I’m from Callor, the east
part of the province, this is Fennel.”

“I’ve lived in Fennel all my life.” Tullner added,
“Just a lot further south.”

-There’s a lovely place we stopped at, not too long
ago, and it’s not too far from here-

Tullner’s horse said.

-Oh, I remember the place,-

Sandson’s horse added.

-It was just on the other side of the river.-

-Yeah, that’s it.-

“Can you take us there?” Kile asked him.

-I don’t see why not.-

“Take you where?” Tullner asked.

“What?” Kile looked at the soldier and shook her
head. “I was talking to…, I’m sorry, I don’t even know your
name.”

“Know whose name?”

“Don’t even bother, Tullner, she’s not even talking
to you,” Daniel assured him.

-They call me twenty six-

Tullner’s horse replied, although, he didn’t seem to
care too much for the title.

-They call me forty seven-

Sandson’s horse said from behind them.

“What? That’s horrible,” Kile replied. “What are
your real names?”

-Those are the only names we know-

Twenty six replied.

Kile slowly looked up as Tullner and Daniel
laughed.

“I know that look,” he said. “I don’t know what your
horse just told her, but you’re in trouble,” he warned the
soldier.

“Hey, he’s not mine.” Tullner shouted, defensively.
“I signed him out of the military stables. Anything he said is not
my fault.”

“Did they tell you what his name was, before you
signed him out?” she asked.

“Well, no, they just told me to take number twenty
six.”

“And that’s what he says his name is,” she shouted.
“How can you give him a name that’s not even a name?”

“I didn’t name him, they just told me to take number
twenty six,” Tullner tried to explain, but he already knew he lost
the battle.

-I don’t mind the name,-

Twenty six replied.

“But it’s not a name, it’s a number,” Kile
explained. “I can’t really call you twenty six.”

“How about Twen?” Daniel suggested.

“It’s a bit better. What do you think, Twen?”

-Twen, Twen, yeah, I like Twen.-

“Then Twen it is, which would make you Fort,” she
said, turning to Sandson’s horse.

- Fort?–

Fort repeated his name several times as if trying it
on.

“Browne, who are you riding?” Kile called out.

“I beg your pardon?” Browne asked, turning around to
look at her.

“What horse did you sign out?” Tullner asked.

“What difference does it make?” he replied.

“Just tell us the number of your horse, Private,”
Tullner demanded.

“Ninety six, sir,” Browne shouted in true military
fashion.

“What about you, Private Anurr?” Tullner asked,
turning to look at the soldier who was listening to the
exchange.

“Forty five, sir,” he replied.

“Well, Browne’s easy,” Kile said. “He’s riding a
mare, so we’ll call her Nina, but as for Anurr, I already gave Fort
his name, so we’ll go with Fiv. Is that okay?”

-I can live with Fiv-

Fiv said with a chuckle.

-Thank you, Kile. No one’s ever given us names
before,-

Nina added.

“Well, it’s only right. You are part of this team,”
she told them. “Now, Twen, can you take us to this place.”

-I can, if he stops steering.-

“Tullner, lay off the reins for a while.”

Twen was true to his word and led them to a small
clearing on the east side of the river. From what Kile learned,
Twen, Fort and about a dozen other horses, along with their riders,
stopped here on their way to Forthbar some time ago. Most of the
animals, Kile communicated with, had an abstract sense of time, so
“some time ago” could be anywhere between yesterday and last
year.

Anurr collected wood and Sandson started the fire
with a vial of liquid kindling. It was a strange, viscous liquid
created by the alchemist of Littenbeck. A single drop on some dried
leaves could start a fire in seconds. Browne broke out a large pot
from his supplies and with Lark’s help, started cooking a stew.
Daniel and Alex watered and tended to the horses while Tullner,
with some help from Marcus, started setting up tents. They worked
so well together, Kile almost felt left out. She was never one for
working alongside others, and when she did, it felt awkward. Even
being around these few people, people she knew and liked, she felt
uncomfortable. Leaving the campsite, she headed deeper into the
woods.

-Kile sad?-

Vesper asked from his place on her shoulder.

She stroked the yarrow and smiled. “Not sad, just…
confused.”

-About what?-

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I guess that’s why I’m
confused.”

-Friendly man make sad?-

Vesper asked, and with those words she was back in
Windfoil, where she met Roland for the very first time. She had
mistaken him for a librarian, or a scholar, having never seen any
member of the royal family before. She made a complete fool out of
herself, pretending to be some servant in the castle, and he saw
right through her. He could have called the guards and had her
arrested, but instead he sat with her and listened to her ramble
on. And what does she do when she meets him again in Forthbar? She
crushes a jelly filled cake in his hand. If anything he should have
been angry, or at the very least, disgusted with her, but he
wasn’t. Instead, he kissed her, and Vesper had to show her that
vision as well. She saw the whole thing play out through the
yarrow’s eyes and she looked like a naive peasant girl. And what
did Roland mean when he said, don’t you know? She didn’t know. She
still doesn’t know. This was all new territory for her, and there’s
no one she could talk to about it.

It was moments like these she missed her mother the
most, although they never had conversations pertaining to these
particular problems and feelings. Kile always thought her mother
would be there when the time came. She never even got a chance to
say goodbye to her.

“What are you doing out here alone?” Daniel asked,
stepping into the clearing behind her.

“I just needed some time,” she replied without
turning around.

“You know you’re always doing this. You’re always
running off.”

“Yeah, well, maybe it’s for the best.”

“You can’t believe that,” he told her.

“I don’t know what I believe,” she replied,
shrugging it off.

“Does this have anything to do with King
Roland?”

Kile quickly spun around. “Nothing happened,” she
said defensively.

“I didn’t say anything did.” Daniel grinned. “But
now that you bring it up…”

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

“I saw him leavening the stables.”

“When?” she asked, but she already knew.

“Yesterday,” he said as he casually paced back and
forth. He was acting like one of their instructors at the Academy,
dressing them down. “Just before you met up with us near the
gatehouse. I saw him leaving Cali’s Livery. He came out the front
door, looking guilty for some reason. He pulled his hood over his
head and headed off down the street rather quickly, but he kept
looking over his shoulder, as if he thought someone was watching.
Who would the King be sneaking out at night, to meet in some
stable, I wondered? It seems a little suspicious, don’t you
think?”

“He probably had his reasons,” Kile replied.

“Oh, I’m sure he did. I don’t really know how long
he was in there. It could have been minutes, it could have been
hours.”

“And this interests you?” she asked.

“Hey, he is the King after all.” Daniel replied.
“And you’re my friend.”

“I don’t see how the…”

“Oh, come on Kile, I’m not an idiot. If you don’t
want to talk about it, that's fine, but if you do, I’m here.”
Daniel said. He was about to leave when she stopped him.

She wanted to tell him that Roland came to wish them
luck, that he gave her his ring to help her on their mission, but
what came out was…

“He kissed me,”

“Whoa, I was only joking about that.” Daniel
exclaimed. “Are you sure?”

“Am I sure? What kind of question is that? I was
there, I’m pretty sure if someone kisses me or not, it’s not like
it happens every day.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry, I’m just… well, it’s not what I
expected.”

“It’s not what I expected either,” she replied.

“So, what did you do?”

“What do you mean, what did I do?”

“I mean… you know… did you… kiss him back?”

“I… I don’t know. I mean, it happened so fast I’m
not really sure what I did. I think I just stood there.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t knee him.”

“Oh come on, give me some credit,” she replied.

“So, what happened after?”

“Nothing, that’s when he left, after he gave me his
ring…”

“He gave you his what?”

“His ring,” she said, holding up her hand to show
him. “He said if we run into any trouble, I was to use his
name.”

“Oh, okay,” Daniel replied, nodding, he looked a
little relieved.

“Why, what did you think?”

“Well, when you said he gave you his ring, I
thought…”

“Oh, come on, Danny, grow up.”

“Hey, I’m not the one meeting the King in secret in
the middle of the night.”

“It was hardly the middle of the night, and it
wasn’t in secret.”

“Well, maybe.” Daniel replied. “But why didn’t you
just show it to the guards at the gate.”

“Because,” she said, turning the ring on her finger.
“It just didn’t feel right. I mean I would have, if I had to, but
it just didn’t feel right.”

She stared at the ring on her finger for a while
until Daniel brought her mind back to the here and now.

“The reason I came out here was to tell you the stew
is ready, not that you’ll eat any of it, but Alex is telling one of
his stories, so it’s supper and a show at the campfire.”

“Alright, I’ll be there shortly.”

“Yeah, sure you will.” he said with a dismissive
wave before starting back toward the campsite.

“Danny,” she called out to him. “Don’t tell anyone
what I told you, especially not Alex, he’ll just blow it all out of
proportion.”

“No problem, but Kile, just… be careful,” he said,
and disappeared into the woods.

 


She never returned to the campsite that night, but
she was waiting for them when they woke up the next morning. They
broke down the camp, got their supplies together and were back on
the road before the sun rose above the treetops. New information
from Bakara forced them to change course, or they would run
headlong into a column of soldiers. They turned south, then west,
keeping to the paths and trails as much as possible. By now,
somebody, back in Forthbar, must know they were missing. Will
Command send soldiers to track them down and bring them back? She
really didn’t think it was likely, since any orders of that nature
would have to be funneled through Colonel Barshed, and would
probably be mislaid for a day or two. Even so, it was best to avoid
any military contact. But that was easier said than done. The
closer they got to the border, the harder it was becoming. They
started to sleep during the day and travel at night, relying
heavily on the constant updates from the ravens and other
animals.

On the eve of the third day, Bakara found a path
suspiciously devoid of any activity. It took them to the small town
of Treesand, in the province of Fennel, on the very edge of the
wastelands.

Once known for its hop gardens, Treesand was now
abandoned. There wasn’t much left of the town after the war ran
over it. Stone foundations marked where buildings once stood and
fallow fields where barley grew. They continued on in silence,
since silence was the only thing in Treesand now. Only the wind was
brave enough to make any noise, blowing over the fields and through
the empty buildings. It sounded like a child weeping.

Marcus slowed the column when they reached the
center of town. “This place has seen better days,” he said before
dismounting.

“You’ve been here before?” Tullner asked.

“Oh yeah, I use to come every year when they had
their beer festivals. It was a lot livelier then,” he replied.

“It doesn’t look as if anyone been here for quite
some time.” Anurr remarked. He dismounted and led Fiv to one of the
watering troughs.

“Shouldn’t there be a garrison here or at least a
few soldiers?” Daniel asked. “I mean, we’re so close to the
border.”

“There should be,” Tullner replied.

“There was.” Sandson said, pointing to a standard,
which was still waving in the center of town. It was leaning
ominously to one side.

“Well, that’s never a good sign.” Marcus added,
approaching the flag. “I don’t recognize the colors.”

“I do.” Browne replied. “It’s the second Fennel
Arms. They were posted to the front lines just before we were sent
into Denal.”

“Are you sure?” Tullner asked him.

“I knew the standard bearer. We had drinks the night
before he left,” he said. Browne dismounted and led Nina to the
water trough before joining Marcus beside the standard.

“Why would they leave their flag?” Alex asked.

“They wouldn’t.” Sandson replied. “If the standard
is here, then so are the soldiers.”

Larks looked around the town nervously. “Then why
hasn’t anyone come to greet us?” he asked.

“That’s a good question.”

Kile said nothing as she rode past them to the
center of town. Closing her eyes, she fell into her Edge. She
reached out with her consciousness, feeling her way through the
vacant buildings, searching out ever dark corner, every small
opening, and every roof top. The town may have appeared empty, but
it wasn’t. There were still rats in the basements, birds in the
eaves, and even a few groundhogs in the fields. But there was
something more, something larger. She didn’t have to touch their
minds to know what they were; she remembered the darkness. Turning,
she looked at Tullner. She didn’t have to say anything, her eyes
said it all.

The sergeant quickly drew his weapon. “We have
company guys. Fall back and regroup,” he shouted.

“This place is dead, there isn’t anything here,”
Marcus said, looking around the town. “I’ve seen more life in a
graveyard.”

Anurr strung his bow and Browne retrieved his sword
from his saddle.

“Which direction?” Sandson asked, turning to look
the way they came. They were out in the open. An attack could come
from any side.

“Anurr, Browne, keep the Hunters safe.” Tullner
ordered.

As Browne grabbed Daniel and pulled him back to the
horses, he shouted for Kile to get back.

“She can take care of herself, boy.” Anurr said,
pulling an arrow from his quiver. He nocked it, but there was
nothing to aim at.

Marcus never moved, he just watched them as they
prepared to fight something that wasn’t there. “What’s got you all
spooked?” he asked. “I’m telling you, there isn’t anything
here.”

Kile suddenly urged Grim forward and the two of them
made for the far side of the clearing.

Browne moved to stop her, but there was no way he
would reach her in time. “Does she know where she’s going?” he
asked Tullner.

The Sergeant shook his head. “I find it easier not
to ask,” he replied. “Sandson, you better go with her, see that our
Commander stays out of trouble.”

No sooner did Sandon mount up, when something
barreled its way out of the dry good store. Shattering the door and
sending splinters of wood into the street, it stumbled forward,
turned toward the rider and made an unnatural sound. He barely
managed to stay on Fort’s back when the horse reared up.

“What the hell is that?” Marcus shouted as he
stumbled backwards.

“Reptilian Wolf,” Tullner said as he urged Twen
forward.

Anurr shot an arrow into the beast’s head, but it
did little to slow it down.

Two more answered the Valgar’s call. One emerged
from the remains of the tavern, while the other came out from
behind the blacksmith’s shop.

Kile never saw them. She had already passed through
the center of town, and was heading toward the mill on the far
side.

The mill was a large, three story building with
massive sails to catch the winds which blew off the wastelands. Now
it was more like a story and a half, since the top of the structure
was sheared off. The sails lay across the street and the vertical
shaft protruded from the side of the building, having torn through
the second floor.

Grim headed for the grain doors, which had been
ripped off its hinges. Kile leapt from his back before he stopped.
She stumbled across the ground, quickly regaining her feet before
running into the building. She already knew what she would find,
since she had already seen the vision through their eyes. Two
large, and mangy looking dogs were trapped. They were not as big as
the Callor hounds, but were stockier. One of them was gravely
injured and could barely stand. She was backed into a corner. The
second one, slightly larger than the first, stood between his
companion and two Valgar.

Kile didn’t hesitate, since the reasonable part of
her mind was temporarily on shutdown. She was acting on pure
instinct. Drawing her Lann, she raced forward, attracting the
attention of both Valgar. The dog, seizing his opportunity, leapt
onto the back of the closest one. Kile slid over the millstone,
which blocked her path, and struck at the other. She caught him by
surprise and her blade sliced easily across his muzzle. The saladog
reared back, howling in pain, the sound piercing Kile’s skull, and
for a moment, she lost focus. She could feel the darkness
descending on her. As she struggled to regain her identity, her
feet were knocked out from under her when the saladog whipped its
tail around. She always forgot about the tail. Hitting the ground
hard she grabbed for her weapon. The creature lunged and she drove
the blade through the soft spot under its jaw. It struggled a bit
before finally collapsing on top of her, pinning her to the floor.
She had to push the dead thing off with her feet, before she could
crawl out from under it. Pulling her blade free, she turned to face
the remaining threat, but the dog had already dealt with it. He was
injured, but alive. Returning to his companion’s side, he turned
and looked up at her.

-I thank you, pup,-

He said.

The dog was old and tired, but there was a calming
tone to his voice Kile was able to hold onto. She had almost
forgotten what it felt like to be a part of the pack.

“Are you the only ones here?” she asked, looking
around the ruins of the mill house.

-There is no one left.-

The old dog replied.

“Are you all right?”

- I will survive, but her injuries are bad. I fear
her cycle may be at an end.-

He said, looking toward his companion. There was no
sorrow in his voice or in his words. They accepted death in
whatever form it came, far better than the vir ever could.

She knelt down beside the dog, whose breathing was
shallow. She was in a lot of pain, and there was nothing Kile could
do.

“I know someone who can help her,” she said, getting
to her feet. “But they may be in trouble, are you safe here?”

The large dog looked around his surroundings.

-We are safe, for now. There are at least four more
of those abominations in the town. Be careful-

He warned her.

“I will be. I’ll come back,” she promised.

Kile quickly climbed over the millstone. She had to
get back to the others, warn them about the Valgar, but when she
got outside, Grim wasn’t there. She knew the pony wasn’t really
keen on coming along on this little mission, but she never thought
he would bolt the first chance he got.

“Grim!” she called out, but there was no reply. She
was about to use her Edge when she spotted him running toward her.
He slowed down to a steady gait when he got closer.

“Where did you run off to?” She demanded.

-You missed one. Or did you intend to let it escape.
Couldn’t have it alerting the others now, could we?-

Alert the others? They already knew. The Valgar were
connected in ways the vir could never understand. By now, every
Valgar in the area was aware of them.

“Did you get it?” she asked.

Grim laughed.

-Let’s just say it won’t be talking with its head
imbedded in the road-

He replied, and with those words she saw what he had
done.

“Thanks, but I didn’t really need to see that,” she
said, pulling herself onto his back. “You all right Vesper?”

The yarrow was clinging tightly to the mountain
pony’s head.

-Alright now-

He replied.

“Come on Grim, we’re not finished yet.”

-What, you mean we have more of those things to
stomp?-

“Try not to sound like you’re having so much
fun.”

 


Kile arrived in time to see Marcus plant his sword
into the head of the last Valgar.

“So our leader decides to return,” he said, placing
his foot on the creature’s head and pulling his sword free. “We
could have used you.”

“I wouldn’t have been much help to you,” she
replied.

“What happened? Where did you go?” Tullner
asked.

“There were survivors,” she explained. “They were in
danger.”

“And they’re not anymore?”

“Not at the moment, but they need medical help,” she
said, looking for Daniel. He was tending to Browne’s leg. The
soldier had a laceration along his upper thigh, but Daniel healed
it quickly. She remembered him telling her that cuts were the
easiest wounds to treat with his Edge.

Collecting his supplies, he stuffed them into his
bag. “Lead the way,” he said, as he climbed onto the back of his
horse.

Kile turned Grim around and headed back to the old
mill house with Daniel and Alex close behind her.

“Are you all right?” Daniel asked when he came up
alongside her.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” she replied without looking at
him.

“You had one of your episodes back there, didn’t
you?”

Episode? Is that what they were calling them? It
made it sound almost cute, but it wasn’t. She didn’t have an
episode, she had a full on feral meltdown in a matter of seconds.
It was happening more and more. She used to have some kind of
warning, a feeling as if she was slipping, or losing control. Now
she was just flipping, without even realizing it. She abandoned her
friends without a second thought, and that bothered her.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

Daniel decided not to push the matter, and they rode
the rest of the way in silence. When they reached the old mill
house, Kile dismounted and went inside.

“You better stay here with the horses,” Daniel told
Alex, before following her.

The place didn’t look very safe. It was one good
breeze away from coming down around their ears. He chose his path
carefully across the floor until he reached the millstone. Climbing
over it, he stopped when he saw Kile with the two dogs.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“I just thought… never mind,” he replied, shaking
his head.

She knew what he was expecting to see. When she said
survivors, he thought soldiers or civilians. It never dawned on him
the survivors wouldn’t be people.

The old dog approached Daniel cautiously.

“It’s okay, he’s a friend, and he can help,” she
explained. “I’m afraid I never got your names. Mine is Kile and
this is Daniel.”

Daniel awkwardly waved to the dog.

-He doesn’t seem too bright.-

The dog replied, eyeing Daniel suspiciously.

“He’s okay. He’s a typical vir,” she replied.

-This, I believe.-

The old dog said. But he still wouldn’t take his
eyes off Daniel.

-They call me Lore, and she is known as Nova.-

There was a strong connection in his words,
especially when he spoke Nova’s name.

“Will you let my friend help her?” Kile asked.

Lore reluctantly stepped aside and allowed Daniel to
pass. Kile led the old dog to the other side of the small room, so
Daniel could work without him watching.

“Can you tell me what happened here?” she asked
him.

-There is nothing much which I can say. Nova and I
were protecting our master and his spinning house. We did not see
what happened in the town, but we felt it. It was unnatural, a
darkness which overcame us. We heard whispers and voices calling to
us, and we were afraid. We failed our master.-

Lore’s words were filled with guilt and sadness.
Kile didn’t need him to explain what he meant about the darkness.
It was the same thing she was feeling, the shadow on the very edge
of her sanity, calling to her, whispering to her. She couldn’t
understand what it was saying or what it wanted. The only thing she
knew for certain, is that if she ever did truly hear it, it would
drive her insane.

“It’s alright Lore, it couldn’t be helped,” she
said, comforting the old dog.

Daniel got to his feet and wiped the mill dust from
his knees. “That should do it. It wasn’t as bad as it looked, well,
at least not to a trained healer,” he bragged.

“She’ll be alright?” Kile asked.

“Oh sure,” he replied. “She just needs a little rest
and probably some food and water, but she should be fine.”

Nova slowly got to her feet and looked between
Daniel and Kile. She did not appear to be very comfortable with
them staring at her. She took a few steps, and then a few more,
until she felt safe enough to walk. She approached Lore, who
genuinely seemed happy she was back on her feet.

-Thank you.-

She told Daniel, although Daniel couldn’t understand
her.

“She’s thanking you.” Kile interpreted.

“Well, she’s very welcome,” he replied, “now, how
about the other one?”

-No-

Lore said, backing away from him.

“He only wants to help you,” Kile assure him.

-I do not deserve help. I failed my master and now
he is dead. I should be with him.-

-Please, Lore, do not leave me. You stood beside me
these many days, you have kept me safe. Will you abandon me
now?-

Nova pleaded.

-But I failed him.-

Lore replied.

Kile sat down beside him. “You did all that you
could,” she told him. “Could your master ask anything more?”

-But I failed him. How can I go on without him?-

He asked.

“You didn’t fail him, you did everything you could.
It was the darkness that took him. Those voices you hear in the
shadows, those whisperings in the back of your mind, they are
responsible for your master’s death, not you.”

The old dog hesitated for a moment, then slowly
looked up at Kile. There was an edge to his words.

-Can these voices be silenced?-

“I don’t know, but I plan on trying.”

-Then I will join you on your quest to silence these
voices, if you will have me.-

-If you will have us.-

Nova added, stepping forward.

Kile smiled. “It has been a while, since I was a
pack member.”

-Then I will seek healing at the hands of your…
friend.-

Lore agreed, and grudgingly approached Daniel.

Falling into his Edge, Daniel knelt down beside Lore
and placed his hands upon the old dog. Kile watched as blue strands
of magic slowly weave their way through the wound on his side. The
smell of a sea breeze filled the small room. Within minutes, Lore’s
side was completely healed and the smell was gone, replaced by the
dampness of the old mill.

Lore moved around the room, as if testing his
body.

“We should get these two something to eat,” Daniel
suggested, getting to his feet.

“It will have to be quick,” Kile replied. “We can’t
hang around here. It won’t be long before the Valgar return.”

“You think they’re coming back?” he asked.

“They’ll be back, because they know we’re here.”

Together they managed to lift Lore and Nova over the
millstone. When they finally exited the building, they were greeted
by an excited Alex.

“New recruits,” he shouted, running up to the dogs.
He fell to his knees in front of them. “Hi, my name is Alex, what’s
yours?” he asked.

Nova quickly approached him while Lore just gave
Kile a confused look.

“He means well,” she told him.

-Vir.-

Was all Lore would say, he made no attempt to
approach the lad. Nova, on the other hand, was all too happy to get
her head scratched.

“Alex, this is Lore and Nova,” Kile said,
introducing them.

The young bard jumped to his feet. “So, they are
coming with us?” he asked

“Yes, they are coming with us,” she replied.

“Great,” he exclaimed and ran backwards with Nova
chasing him.

-To be a pup again.-

Lore said wistfully.

Kile pulled herself up onto Grim’s back. “We should
be getting back to the others,” she told them. “We should stock up
on food and water, and anything else we can find, before heading
into the wasteland.”

“Ki, what did you mean back there, about shadows and
voices?” Daniel asked her.

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“I won’t, unless you tell me. Let me help you.”

She looked at her old friend for a moment, and then
took a deep breath.

“I think, something is trying to invade the natural
world,” she tried to explain. “It might even be a part of it, I
don’t know. But I know it's some corruption, some poison which
shouldn’t be there… and it’s alive.”

“What do you mean, alive?”

“It’s calling out, trying to get into our minds. It
hasn’t reached your world yet, but it’s in mine, and I can hear it,
just like Lore, Nova, Grim, even Vesper. We’ve all heard it.”

“What’s it saying?”

“I don’t know. I can’t understand it. But I know one
thing-- it laughs a lot.”

When they returned to town, Perha Squad was already
collecting supplies from the surrounding shops, and moving them
into the street. Sandson, with the help of Larks, was inspecting
the merchandise, while Marcus found his own supplies, and was deep
in a mug of ale when he spotted them approaching.

“And our fearless leader returns… again,” he said,
holding up the mug.

“I’m not the leader,” Kile replied, dismounting.
“Technically, you are.”

“I’m the leader?” he said, pointing to himself in
disbelief.

“Yes, now help Browne and Tullner search these
buildings for food and anything else we might need.”

“For someone who’s not the leader, you give a lot of
orders,” he grumbled.

“That’s only because you suck at being in command,”
she told him.

“There’s some truth to that,” he replied, getting to
his feet. He headed toward the tavern, when Kile stopped him.

“I think you found enough in there. Help Browne in
the general store.

“You do know how to handle him,” Daniel laughed.

“Marcus is okay, if he wasn’t constantly thinking
about himself,” she replied.

Kile crossed the clearing to where Sandson and Larks
were cataloging supplies. There was a huge pile of stuff stacked
off to one side which they meant to take with them. She couldn’t
help but wonder how essential it actually was.

“New recruits,” Sandson remarked, looking at the two
dogs.

“This is Lore and this Nova, they’ll be coming with
us,” she told him.

“Whatever you say, Commander.”

“Don’t you start,” she said, picking through the
essential supplies. “Do you really think we’re going to need all
this?”

“It’s not like we’re going to find any place to
stock up out there,” he told her.

“Still, I wasn’t planning to set up residency.”

“You might want to take a look through those
things,” he added, pointing to another pile. “The quality is pretty
good and you may find something useful.”

Kile turned to the discarded pile. Most of the
objects looked as if they had come from either the blacksmith’s
shop, or the tanner’s. It was an assortment of weapons and articles
of leather. There were a variety of boots, jackets and belts, but
it was a set of bracers which caught her eye. She fished them out
and inspected them.

“Yeah, I saw those, they’re pretty decent, and
they’ll come in handy.” Sandson told her.

Kile turned them over in her hand a few times,
looking at the intricate patterns, before tossing them back onto
the pile.

“What’s the matter?” Daniel asked, “a little too
ornate?”

“What? No,” she said, shaking her head. “I was just
remembering something. Back in Coopervill, after I got my first
assignment, I went into the tanners to see about getting a jacket
altered. There were a pair of bracers, just like those, on display.
I told myself I’d buy them with my first pay, but I never did.”

“So, what’s the problem? Now you have them,” Sandson
replied.

“That’s just it, I didn’t buy them.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Those aren’t mine. I didn’t pay for them so I have
no right to take them.”

“But Ki, this place has been razed, it’s not like
anyone is going to miss them,” Daniel added.

“You don’t know that, someone might come back for
them. The food and water, they’re one thing, but these, I’d feel
guilty every time I wore them.”

Sandson laughed. “You are definitely one of a kind,”
he said, returning to his inventory.

Tullner approached them, carrying a large crate with
even more, so called, essential items protruding from the top.
“Well, that’s anything worth anything,” he said, handing the crate
to Sandson. “I think with the extra canteens and the food, we
should be good for at least a week; two if we ration
ourselves.”

Sandson was already sorting through the new stuff.
“Let’s hope it doesn’t take that long,” he replied.

“What difference does it make?” Anurr asked. “One
week, two weeks. We don’t have much to come back to. In case you’ve
forgotten, we’re AWOL.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Sandson said,
looking up from the strange object he was examining. “I think it
will depend on how we come back.”

“You mean dead or alive.” Anurr replied.

Sandson laughed. “Not quite,” he said. “But, if we
come back with something of value, information maybe, or something
better, I think Command will be reasonable.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Well, let’s just say, there have been more setbacks
in this war than progresses recently,” he explained. “The loss of
Denal, and Blackmoore, the rebellion in Callor, I mean, take a look
at this place. We are losing ground all along the front line. If we
come back with something, anything, I think Command may just look
the other way.”

“That makes a strange sort of sense.” Tullner
agreed.

Kile stared at him in disbelief. “How does that make
sense?” she asked.

“I think what Sandson is saying is, if we succeed,
it would look really bad for Command if they followed through with
disciplinary actions. They don’t want to lose face,” Daniel
explained.

“Yeah, if anything, Command will say they backed us
all the way; that it was their idea from the start.” Tullner
added.

“So, they’ll just take the credit for what we did,
or are about to do.”

Sandson laughed. “Welcome to the military.”

“Well, they can have the credit, all I want is to
find Carter,” she told them.

“And we will,” Tullner promised. “We’ll leave first
thing in the morning. We should reach the destination by evening
tomorrow.”

“Actually, I think we should leave tonight.”

“What’s the rush? If your information is correct,
your friend won’t be at the rendezvoused point until late tomorrow
night. That should give us more than enough time.”

“Yeah, we don’t exactly want to be sitting out on
the wastelands twiddling our thumbs, waiting,” Anurr added.

“In case you’ve forgotten Moran, the Uhyre were
communicating in ways we couldn’t understand. I now believe it was
through the Valgar,” she told them.

“What Kile is trying to say is she thinks the Valgar
may be linked somehow. What one knows, they all know,” Daniel
explained.

“Danny, you ever thought about being an
interpreter?” Sandson asked.

“No thank you,” he replied. “I am quite happy being
a healer. I just want to go back to Littenbeck, and my hospital,
where I know it’s safe.”

“So, you think the Uhyre know we’re here?” Tullner
asked.

“I think I don’t want to take any chances,” she
replied. “Let them think we’re here, as long as we’re not.”

Tullner nodded and turned to Sandson. “You heard the
Commander, let’s get the supplies loaded up and get going in an
hour. We eat on the way.”

“Oh, wonderful, hardtack and water again,” Lark
moaned.
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It took longer to get ready than they originally
thought, so the one-hour deadline came and went. While the men
packed the horses, Kile sat with Lore and Nova, who were now fed
and well rested. Using her Edge, she kept a careful watch over the
surrounding area, but there was no sign of the Valgar, or anything
else, for that matter. If the enemy knew they were still in
Treesand, they weren’t coming for them. They had either avoided
detection, or the enemy thought they weren’t worth the effort.

Her new pack kept her grounded, even if it only
consisted of the two dogs, a mountain pony, an old raven and a
yarrow. It was the strong sense of belonging to something larger
than she was that kept her focus. Going off on her own was no
longer an option. If she wanted to stay sane, and in control, she
needed the pack. Having them there, feeling the connection, was
something she had been missing all her life. Family.

She opened her eyes when Tullner approached.

“Anything?” he asked.

“Nothing, at least as far as I can reach,” she told
him. “How are we doing?”

“We’re ready when you are, Commander.”

“Then let’s get moving,” she said, getting to her
feet. “We’re already loosing light.”

“You should eat first. Browne recovered some fruits
and vegetable from the general store.”

“I can eat on the way,” she said, walking back with
him to the center of town. The horses were loaded and the riders
were ready. Even Grim was carrying some extra baggage. She still
doubted whether most of it was needed, but it was too late to
complain about it now.

“The information you have, is it accurate?” Tullner
asked.

“Colonel Barshed gave it to me. I really don’t
believe he’d try to mislead us.”

“Yeah, but where did he get the information?”

“Guild Master Latherby, more than likely. He would
have been the one who set up the rendezvous points in the first
place,” she explained.

Of course she left out the fact that Guild Master
Latherby and Colonel Barshed were one and the same.

Mounting up, they headed west, following the road
out of town. It didn’t actually go into the wastelands. Why would
it? It rounded back and turned south, but they continued west,
leaving the road behind and heading toward the setting sun.

There were no signs posted, marking the edge of Aru,
warning travelers, they were entering the wastelands, there didn’t
have to be. There was a visible edge. From the lush green fields to
the cracked, dried soil, one could actually step back and forth
between the two worlds.

“What could have caused this?” Larks asked, as he
followed behind.

“You could say it was a curse, or just
uncontrollable magic. Take your pick,” Alex replied. “It’s the
reason the mystics don’t get involved in conflicts. They don’t want
to repeat the mistakes which were made.”

“Who made the mistake?” Tullner asked.

“Well, that’s the big question,” Alex said. “Nobody
really knows. All this land used to be lush and green, as far as
the eye could see, from the mountains all the way down to the
ocean. This was where the Alva lived long before the coming of the
Aruvians, before even the great castle of Windfoil was
constructed.”

All eyes were on Alex, listening as though he was
telling one of his stories on stage.

“In the beginning, the Alva welcomed the Aruvians,
and even helped them tame the lands which we now know as Aru, and
the two races lived side by side. They even formed an alliance
against the Uhyre, during the first mountain conflicts, but as time
wore on, they became distrustful of one another. There were huge
cultural differences between the two races. They could never see
eye to eye on anything. Each side claimed the other was trying to
drive them from their land, which, in a matter of speaking, was
true. That’s when it happened.”

“What happened?”

“All the lands were poisoned, and left for dead.
Some say the Aruvians started it, with the aid of mystics,
launching a surprise attack against the Alva. Others say the Alva
were tampering with wild magic they couldn’t control, and it got
out of hand. The remaining Alva were forced to leave. A few tried
to live among the Aruvians, but most left the shores, seeking a new
beginning.”

“Where did you learn all that?” Daniel asked.

“I’m a bard. We’re supposed to know the history of
any place we visit.” Alex replied with a grin. “And of course,
dating a mystic has its advantage. Emara allowed me to explore the
mystic’s library. They have a lot of interesting historical
books.”

“Imagine you remembering all that, when you couldn’t
even get Quaineess Nyn’s name right back at the Academy.” Daniel
laughed.

“Who, or what, is a Quaineess Nyn?” Tullner
asked.

“He was a Hunter from way back,” Alex replied. “He
was known as something of a dragon slayer.”

“And how is this relevant to what happened
here?”

“It’s not.” Alex said with a shrug.

“Back when we were still at the Academy, one of the
cadets broke into his exhibit and stole a few of his artifacts,”
Kile explained. “It was quite a big deal at the time, although it
never amounted to much.”

“He was never caught?”

“Not exactly,” she replied. “He was eventually
discovered when he tried to steal objects from another exhibit, but
he managed to get away in the end.”

“Where is he now?” Tullner asked.

Kile laughed. “Actually, he’s somewhere out
here.”

 


They traveled the wastelands through the night and
reached their destination by the first light of day. The sun seemed
less hospitable on this side of the border as it beat down on them
the very moment it was visible in the sky. Even the cold winds from
the north, which they had encountered in Aru, seemed to die
somewhere deep in the wastelands. Kile thought back to what Alex
said about the lands being poisoned and left for dead. She didn’t
realize it the first time she had the misfortune of traveling these
paths, but she felt it now. There was nothing left. The land was
not only parched and dry, but it was void of any life, or even the
ability to sustain life.

When Bakara returned, he landed on Kile’s head, and
showed her the surrounding area, but she already knew what she
would see. There was nothing. There were no signs of the Valgar, no
signs of the Uhyre, but most importantly, no signs of Carter.

“We still have time,” Daniel told her. “Carter isn’t
supposed to be here until tonight. He’s a survivor. He knows not to
travel during the day, and he knows how to stay hidden.”

“We’ll set up here,” Tullner announced. “We can
erect one of the tents to keep the sun off the back of our necks
while we wait.”

“I don’t like it.” Kile said, staring out across the
barren stretch of land. Carter could hide, the Valgar could hide,
was it possible they were both out there but Bakara couldn’t see
them? It was the nothingness, which didn’t make any sense. They
were just over the border and there was no Uhyre forces to be seen.
Technically, these lands should be teaming with valrik soldiers as
they continued their assault all up and down the front line, and
yet she and a hand full of men were able to infiltrate the enemy
territory without incident.

“What’s there to like?” Tullner asked. “The only
thing we can do at the moment is wait.”

 


They set up the tents to shield them from the sun
and sat around doing whatever they could to kill time. They
sharpened their weapons, mended their armor and told embarrassing
stories about when they were young. All the while, Kile sat,
staring out into the wastelands. She knew she was missing
something. She had an uneasy feeling, and she wasn’t the only one.
Both Lore and Nova were finding it hard to settle down. When asked,
they couldn’t put it into words, only that something was wrong.

Daniel came over and handed her an apple.

“You should eat,” he said, sitting down beside
her.

She took the apple and bit into it. “I’m not seeing
it,” she said.

“That’s because there’s nothing out there.”

“But that’s the problem. There should be.”

“Well, what did Bakara show you?” Daniel asked.

“Nothing,” she replied.

He shrugged. “Well, there you go.”

“You don’t understand. I can feel something. I just
don’t know what it is.”

“Did you ever think it might just be your
imagination?”

“I’m not the only one. Lore and Nova feel it too,
even Vesper senses something.”

“Well, what do you see?” Daniel asked. “I mean, when
you use your Edge, what do you see?”

“I haven’t tried to use my Edge.”

“Why not?”

“Because, if there is something out there, and I
touch it, I might not be able to come back from it.”

“Well, here comes your scout now,” Daniel said,
pointing to the north.

Bakara flew into the campsite, landing on Kile’s
hat. He walked to the brim and looked over it at her.

“Show me,” she told him, and closed her eyes.

They connected, and once again, she was given the
opportunity to fly. It was the one sensation she never grew tired
of. Souring over the wastelands she could see for miles in all
directions and the wastelands were empty, or so she thought. This
time she did spot something, far to the west. There were small
specks in the sky, just on the horizon, and they were circling
something on the ground. She knew what those specks were before
Bakara got any closer. She met those specks before.

Kile opened her eyes, giving up her flight and crash
landing back into her body. The sensation of being grounded left
her dazed for a few moments, but she was getting better at
recovering from it. She stumbled to her feet.

“What is it?” Daniel asked.

“I think I may have spotted a few… acquaintances,”
she said. She couldn’t really call the vultures friends. They
wanted to eat her the last time she met up with them. But, if the
vultures were circling, then they found something.

“Wait, where are you going?” he asked following her
to where Grim was standing off by himself.

“Hopefully, I’m going to get some information.” She
said, pulling herself up onto the pony’s back. “Lore, Nova, stay
here and protect the camp, I’ll be back.”

“You’re not going alone,” Daniel shouted.

“Who’s going where alone?” Tullner asked.

“Kile saw something out in the wastelands and is
going to investigate.”

“Not alone.” Tullner added. “We’ll all go.”

“Out of the questions,” she told them. “If we all
go, they’ll just fly off and we’ll lose any chance of getting any
information. If I go alone, they’ll stay to speak with me.”

“I don’t like it.” Tullner replied.

“You don’t have much of a choice. The horses have
agreed to stay, so if you want to follow, you’ll have to do it on
foot.”

“I’m coming with you.” Daniel told her.

She knew how stubborn he could be, and if the
vultures were circling something, or someone, his skills could come
in handy.

“Miliea, if you’re up to it,” she said, calling to
Daniel’s horse.

The dapple gray mare stepped away from the others
and approached.

“Fine,” Tullner said, conceding defeat. “But be
careful.”

“Just, be ready for anything. Something’s not right
here, and I don’t want us to be caught off guard.”

 


She rode off, across the wastelands, heading north
to where the vultures circled, Daniel was close behind her. The
longer she was out in the open, the longer she was in the
wastelands, the more uneasy she felt. It was almost as if someone,
or something, was running alongside them, keeping up with them
stride for stride. It only stopped when she reached the area where
the vultures gathered. The birds didn’t even fly away when they
approached, they just casually stepped aside as Kile rode among
them. They crooked their heads up and watched her while she passed.
They were not evil, but they were not the friendliest of birds
either.

When Kile dismounted, Daniel protested.

“Do you really think that’s wise?” he asked.

“We’re safe here,” she assured him. “Just stay where
you are and keep quiet. These birds have no interest in us.”

Unless, of course, we drop dead in the middle of the
wastelands, then they’ll show some interest, she thought as she
moved among them.

“Why have you gathered here?” she asked.

She could hear them speaking, not to her, but to one
another, and their topic of conversation wasn’t very pleasant. They
spoke of blood, death, and dying, but what they showed her was
nothing.

“Who is dying?” she asked.

The vultures ignored her. They didn’t want to talk
to her. They were rather preoccupied with their own problems.
Although, like any riddle, the answer was simple once you
understood the question.

“Where is he?” she demanded.

The birds craned their necks to look at her.

“Is Carter here?” Daniel asked.

“I think he is.” she replied.

It only made sense, who else could it be, who else
would be roaming the wastelands all the way out here? It was too
much of a coincidence not to be Carter.

“So, where is he? What did they say?” Daniel
asked.

“They’re not saying anything.”

“Why not, don’t they want to help us?”

“Not particularly.”

“Maybe they don’t understand you.”

“Oh, they understand me. They just don’t want to
help us.”

“But why not?”

“Because they don’t want us stealing their
food.”

There was an audible gasp from Daniel, but she
couldn’t blame him. Nobody wants to think of their friend as a food
source, but that’s how the vultures saw him. It wasn’t evil. It was
just the nature of things.

If the vultures weren’t going to help her find
Carter, then she would have to find him on her own. Sniffing him
out wasn’t going to be easy. The foul smell of the carrion birds
was a bit intense, especially when there were so many of them in
one place. She would have to concentrate on another scent, one that
was stronger, one that was overpowering. The smell of blood.

Closing her eyes she lifted her nose in the air.
Breathing deeply, she separated the odors in her mind and focused
on the one she knew. It was also the one she feared, because it was
the one she savored. It was intoxicating. The feral side of her fed
off the scent, and the hunt was on. She opened her eyes and saw the
world through a golden hue.

The vultures suddenly took flight, abandoning their
dinner to the arrival of this new predator. Kile ignored them as
she followed the scent of her prey. She tracked him into the
ravine, among the rocks. The closer she got, the more powerful the
smell, the more she craved it. It took a force of will to pull
herself back when she found her quarry.

“Danny, over here,” she shouted.

When Daniel arrived, he could see anyone, even
though Kile was kneeling on the ground, holding something.

“He’s hurt badly,” she said, when he approached.

“I can’t help him if I can’t see him.” Daniel said,
falling to his knees. He reached out and felt a solid body. At
least it proved someone was there.

“Come on Carter, you have to let go of your Edge.”
Kile whispered to the void between them.

“Kile?”

It was a weak voice that replied, but it was one
they both knew.

“Come on, Carter! Help me out here, will you? Show
yourself!” Daniel demanded.

It was like watching one of Alex’s illusions. Where
there was nothing, a body slowly appeared. It took a considerable
amount of concentration to maintain his invisibility as wounded as
he was.

He was a bit shabbier than Kile remembered. For
someone who had taken so much pride in his appearance back at the
Academy, he really let himself go. His short cropped hair had grown
out to a ragged blonde mop, and his shaggy beard made Kile think of
a deranged mountain man. He held her hand tightly. Looking up at
her, he smiled.

“I’m dead… aren’t I?” he whispered.

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Daniel
said.

Placing his hands upon Carter’s chest, he fell into
his edge. Kile watched as the bright blue tendrils of light flowed
their way through Carter’s body. He took a deep breath, closed his
eyes and let go of her hand.

Kile looked up at Daniel.

The young man sat back, wiping the sweat from his
forehead.

“He’ll live. He just needs rest,” he assured
her.

 


It was about an hour before Carter finally regained
consciousness. He looked over to where Daniel was sitting.

“You’re not really here, are you?” he asked in a
weak voice. “I’m hallucinating again.”

“For what we had to go through to find you, we
better not be hallucinations.” Daniel replied. He poured something
into one of the canteens. Swirling it about a bit, before handing
it to Carter, who was struggling to sit up.

“Here, drink this,” he instructed his friend. “It’s
going to taste bad, but it will help you regain your strength a bit
faster.”

Carefully taking the canteen from Daniel, Carter
drank it in three gulps, and then wished he hadn’t.

“Taste bad? Bad doesn’t even come close,” he
grimaced, handing it back.

“I did warn you.” Daniel laughed. He put the cap
back on the canteen and stored it in his satchel, then gave Carter
a thorough going over. “Well, you’re gonna make it,” he told
him.

“That’s always good to know,” Carter replied.

“So, how could you miss all three rendezvous
points?”

“Oh, I was there, and so were these… these
creatures. I don’t know what they are or where they came from, but
they’ve been hounding me for the last week. I only just managed to
lose them.”

“They’re known as the Valgar, and you haven’t lost
them, which is why we have to go.”

“Who’s there?” Carter asked, turning to where the
voice came from.

Kile stepped from the shadows. “Take it easy, it’s
just me,” she replied.

“Who else do you think could find you when you’re
pulling that invisibility stunt?” Daniel asked. But Carter wasn’t
listening, he was staring at Kile.

“What happened to you?” he asked her.

“It’s nothing,” she replied, looking away.

“But, your eyes.”

“It comes and goes, but you’ll get used to it.”
Daniel replied.

“Yeah, but…”

Daniel placed his hand on his friend's shoulder and
shook his head, stopping him from going any farther with is
observation. “Drop it,” he whispered, and then turned to where Kile
was standing a fair distance away from them. “What do you mean, he
hasn’t lost them.”

“He hasn’t, they’re here,” she replied.

“Are you sure? How did they find us?”

“They’ve been hiding under our very noses. I don’t
know how they’re doing it, but they’ve been here all along. They
may have lost track of Carter for a while, but now that he’s
visible, and now that we’re here…”

“We found Carter for them.” Daniel finished.

“I’m afraid so.”

Daniel quickly collected his stuff, shoving it into
his satchel. “We need to get back to others, quick.” He said,
helping Carter to his feet.

“It may not be that easy.” Kile replied. “I think
they’ve been watching the campsite all this time, waiting for
Carter to show up. That’s why Lore and Nova haven’t been able to
settle. They sense the Valgar, they just can’t see them.”

“Then they’re in danger.”

“Not yet, but they will be,” she explained. “As soon
as we leave here, they’ll know we’ve found Carter. There won’t be
any reason for them to just sit around and watch the campsite any
longer, and I don’t think they’re going to just walk away from it
either.”

“Then I’ll stay here and you guys go back and warn
the others,” Carter replied.

“Well, that would be rather counterproductive since
you’re the reason we came out here in the first place. Besides, the
only reason they haven’t found you yet, was because of the
vultures. Their presences, masked yours. Without the vultures, it’s
only a matter of time before they find you.”

“Can’t you… call them back?” Daniel asked.

“If only,” Kile replied. “As I said before, they
don’t want to help us for obvious reasons, but there may be a
way.”

It wasn’t her best plan, she realized, but it was
the only one she could think of. It worked before, until she almost
lost herself to the darkness. She would just have to be more
careful this time.

“So, what do we do?” Daniel asked.

“Simple: we head back to camp as quickly as
possible. The horses know the way, so don’t try to steer them.
Carter will ride with me on Grim.”

“Whoa, you’re still riding the ill-tempered beast?”
Carter asked.

“Carter, I don’t think it’s wise to be badmouthing
your only means out of here.” Daniel observed.

“Yeah, but that horse hates me.”

“We have no choice. Grim is stronger than Miliea and
can carry two as easy as one.”

“Then I’ll ride with Kile and Carter can take my
horse, if he feels strong enough to ride.” Daniel said.

“I like that idea better.” Carter added.

Kile threw her hands up. “Fine, I don’t really care
whose horse you ride. Just get on a horse when you see one.”

They gave Carter a few minutes to regain his legs.
Whatever was in the potion, Daniel gave him, seemed to help. He
felt more like himself with every passing moment. When they
couldn’t wait any longer, they made their move.

The horses were waiting for them, just on the other
side of the rocks, where Kile knew they would be. Carter quickly
mounted Miliea while Kile and Daniel climbed onto Grim’s back. She
didn’t have to tell the pony where to go or the urgency in getting
there, he already knew. They headed back into the wastelands at a
fair gate. Miliea may have overtaken Grim at first, but the pony
could keep the pace longer if it came to that. Once they had put
distance between them and the safety of the rocks, the Valgar made
their appearance. It was almost as if they sprung up out of the
sand around their feet. Within moments, three Valgar were closing
in on the horses.

Gripping a handful of the pony’s mane, Kile closed
her eyes and fell into her Edge. The world around her grew dark. It
was as she feared. They were inside the shadows, which is why she
couldn’t see the Valgar. Just as they had done when they attacked
Lord Bollen on the way to Forthbar, they hid within the darkness of
the natural realm. Only when she was truly immersed could she see
their malformed shapes on the landscape. Forgetting the ones behind
her for now, she reached out to the ones she knew were waiting
around the campsite. Confronting them head on was out of the
questions. Her only option was striking at their psyche, severing
their link with the Maligar. But the trick was to do it quickly and
getting out without getting caught, like stealing cheese from a
mousetrap.

She tagged the first one she felt and was instantly
drawn into the recesses of its mind. Falling into the darkness of
the Valgar’s memories, she was back at the forgotten temple in the
forest, back standing beside old well. Was this the place they were
spawned, or was this the birthplace of the Maligar, or was it one
and the same? The writing, along the edge of the well, was
unreadable. The runes looked familiar. She had seen them someplace
before or something like them, but she couldn’t understand
them.

Slowly, she moved closer to the pit and looked over
the edge, staring down into the darkness. Two golden eyes staring
back at her.

-Who are you?-

She heard herself ask, although she never spoke the
words.

The darkness laughed.

Kile yanked herself back, away from the edge of the
well. That was too close, she thought. She was getting careless.
She never intended to get caught up in the memories. She never
wanted to come back to the well. Struggling, she pulled herself
free of the Valgar’s mind, and forced her simple command upon the
creature’s psyche. She felt the strands, which bound it to the
shadows, snap. It was now free, if only for a moment, but all she
needed was a moment. A free Valgar could do a lot of damage, if
pointed in the right direction. She was able to touch one more,
before the darkness realized she was there. It reached out to her,
trying to entangle her within its black tendrils, but she was ready
and broke her connection to the natural realm before it could
ensnare her.

Snapping back into her own body, she probably would
have toppled off of Grim’s back, if Daniel hadn’t had his arms
around her.

“Kile! Kile!” he kept shouting, loudly, right in her
ear. It was giving her a headache.

“Will you shut up already,” she replied as she
gripped the mane of the mountain pony and steadied herself.
Fortunately, she was able to keep her sanity this time, and was
well aware of what was going on.

“Sorry, but you scared me there,” Daniel said, from
behind her.

“Is she all right?” Carter asked.

“I’m fine; just keep going. Miliea, get him out of
here,” she ordered.

Turning Grim around, she headed back toward the
three Valgar which were even now, closing in on them.

“What the hell are you doing?” Daniel shouted.

“We can’t bring these guys back to the campsite.”
she replied. “They have enough of them to deal with.”

“Are you insane?”

“Just let go of me and hold onto Grim, he’ll keep
you safe.”

The mountain pony headed directly for the first
Valgar, and the ground between them quickly diminished. The
creature lunged, but Grim barreled through it, trampling it beneath
his platter sized hoofs. Kile jumped off the pony in mid stride and
hit the ground running. She wasn’t sure how she did it or even why,
but the fact she pulled the stunt off without face planting herself
into the wastelands indicated she was gaining more control over the
feral side of her Edge.

Drawing her Lann, she slid past the Valgar, raking
the blade along its side. It howled and skidded to a stop as it
turned to face her, but she was already back on her feet. The feral
side may control her body, but she was in control of her mind this
time. She was quicker and more agile than she should have been, and
she had every intention of using it to her advantage. When it came
for her, she rolled past it, driving the blade into the thick
muscle of its back leg. The creature stumbled and the blade was
ripped from her hand. Even hobbled, the Valgar had no intention of
stopping. It charged at her again, but with the blade protruding
from its back leg, the attack was slow. Kile drew her second Lann,
and running at the creature, she jumped over its gaping maw and
drove the blade through the back of its neck. It dropped to the
ground.

-Incoming.-

She turned to see Grim racing toward her, Daniel was
holding onto the pony for dear life and a Valgar was closing in
fast.

Kile wrenched the blades free and stood directly in
Grim’s path. The pony veered away at the last minute and she thrust
both blades into the head of the charging saladog. The creature
never saw it coming. It was a quick kill, but a rather foolish move
as the sheer weight, combined with the momentum, bowled her
over.

Sometimes overconfidence can be painful, Kile
thought as she looked up at the sky.

Grim’s head came into view, blocking out the
sun.

-Well, that was stupid.-

“It worked,” she replied.

Daniel awkwardly dismounted. He looked pale and a
bit shaky as he tried to steady himself, but eventually fell to his
knees.

He’s going to hurl, she thought.

“You okay?” she asked, getting to her feet.

“I am not cut out for this,” he replied.

“Just take deep breaths,” she told him.

Reaching up, she removed Vesper from the pony’s
head. “How about you? You all right?”

-Again?-

The yarrow asked.

-Not bloody likely,-

Grim replied.

“At least not anytime soon,” Kile added.

“Is this normal for you?” Daniel asked. He was now
back on his feet, but for how long?

“Come on, we have to get back to the others.”

She pulled her blades from the Valgar’s head and
wiped the blood off on the back of her leg. Daniel was watching
her.

“This comes a little too easy for you,” he told
her.

“I’ve given up questioning it,” she said and
motioned for him to get back on the pony. He reluctantly
obeyed.

 


By the time they got back to the others, the battle
was over. Lore and Nova eagerly greeted Kile when she rode in.

“How did we do?” she asked, dismounting.

-The vir handled themselves surprisingly well.-

The old dog replied in disbelief.

-Lore, behave yourself.-

Nova said as she came up beside him.

-All I’m saying is, I was surprised at how well they
handled themselves… for vir.-

Kile laughed. “The vir can take care of themselves,”
she told him. It would have been more believable if Daniel hadn’t
chosen that moment to fall off Grim’s back. She quickly helped him
to his feet.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m fine, just a little… wobbly,” he replied.

She led him over to the campfire and helped him sit
down.

“What happen to him? Is he injured?” Tullner
asked.

“I’m fine, I just need to catch my breath,” Daniel
replied.

Marcus laughed “More like calm your nerves, boy.” He
said, handing him a canteen. “Take a swig of this, it will settle
you down.”

Daniel took a large gulp and his face turned red. He
spat the drink into the fire, which resulted in a small
explosion.

“What the hell is that?” he asked, thrusting the
canteen into Marcus’s hand.

“I don’t know,” the Hunter replied, taking a swig.
“I couldn’t read the bottle.”

“Is everyone alright?” Kile asked, turning to
Tullner.

“Yeah, nothing major, thank the gods. Was that a bit
of your doing?” he asked, pointing to the ridge where most of the
dead Valgar were found.

“What exactly happened?” she asked.

“We were sitting around the fire, making up a stew.
Alex was telling one of his stories when all hell broke loose. We
heard all this noise coming from the ridge. By the time we armed
ourselves, three of those reptilian wolves attacked. They seemed a
little worse for wear, but it never slowed them down. The dogs took
out the first one and we were able to handle the other two. When we
went up to the ridge, we found six more of those things. They
looked as if they had torn each other apart.”

Kile looked over to where the dogs were now resting.
They were calmer now, and she could only hope it meant there were
no more of those things out there watching them. “We should be
fine, for a little while,” she said. “Where are the others?”

“I sent Sandson and Anurr up to the ridge, to take a
look around. Browne and Larks are running perimeter, and Alex is
with your friend in the tent. As for Marcus, he’s not really a team
player, is he?”

“No, I’m afraid not.” Kile replied, looking over to
where Marcus was sitting. The white- haired Hunter was drinking
deeply from the canteen. She wondered why he even agreed to come
along. It was one thing when she needed him to round out the group
on a sanctioned mission, but it was quite another now. Although he
managed to get them out of Forthbar, his contributions to the
mission were sorely lacking.

“I see you made it back,” Carter said, emerging from
the tent. He looked a little better than he had before, or at least
he looked a little cleaner with his hair pulled back. Alex was
right behind him. “I was going to ride back to help you, but for
some strange reason, all the horses refused to go?”

“Sorry about that,” Kile apologized. “But it was
important for you to get back safely.”

“Yeah, but I’m not one for leaving friends behind,”
he replied, “although, from what Alex has been telling me, you seem
to be able to handle yourself these day.”

“I owe it all to our sparring matches,” she
laughed.

“I doubt that, but I’ll take any credit I can get.
So, what happened to your eyes?”

“It’s… complicated.”

“I kind of figured that.”

“So, what happened?” Tullner asked. “You weren’t at
the rendezvous point.”

“Oh, I was there,” Carter said, taking a seat by the
fire. “And so were those… what did you call them? Valgar?”

“It depends,” Alex chimed in. “The soldiers of
Fennel call them reptilian wolves while the soldiers of Callor call
them saladogs.”

“Callor? Are you guys from Callor?” Carter asked
nervously.

“No, we’re from the King’s Command, the Fennel Arms
division to be exact.” Tullner replied.

“Oh, well, that’s a relief.”

“Why?”

“Because it was the Callor soldiers who betrayed me.
They were waiting for me at the first point, along with a couple of
those creatures hidden, who know where. Everything seemed fine,
until I gave my report, then they tried to kill me. I barely
managed to escape. As you can guess, I wasn’t so keen on a second
meeting.”

“They must have intercepted the original envoy,
which is why everyone believed you missed it,” Tullner
explained.

Carter poked at the fire with a long stick. “So, my
own province has turned against us.”

“That’s old new, son.” Marcus replied. He staggered
over to them, and Kile was beginning to wonder how many canteens he
filled from that unreadable bottle. “Lord Rime’s betrayal was
short-lived. I hope you have better information than that.”

“What do you mean, short lived?” Carter asked.

“Lord Bollen was able to rally a resistance against
Lord Rimes long enough for the King’s Command to stop him.” Daniel
explained.

“So does that mean Callor is…?”

“Under the control of Lord Bollen, for the time
being, although, I dare say, the King will probably make it
permanent, if he hasn’t already.” Daniel replied.

“What about the Uhyre forces. They were supposed to
reinforce the Callor rebellion?”

“They never got through. They were stopped at the
border at the outpost of Moran.” Tullner added.

“They were stopped?”

“Trust me, I was there.”

“What about the attack from the northern pass?”
Carter asked.

“What attack?”

“The Uhyre forces were supposed to link up with the
Callor army and draw the King’s Command into a battle, leaving the
northern pass unwatched. That’s where the real attack was to come
from,” Carter explained.

“But there was no attack from the north.” Tullner
replied.

“Well, there you go,” Marcus said. “It’s a bust.
Ravenshadow failed. With the Uhyre unable to link up with the
forces in Callor, the attack, from the north, must have been
canceled. The only thing left for us to do now is to go home.”

“Canceled or postponed?” Kile asked.

“What do you mean, Commander?”

“I’ll be the first to admit I can’t really wrap my
head around Ravenshadow’s motives, but I can’t see him committing
to something like this without some kind of backup plan.”

“I have to agree with Kile,” Carter said, getting to
his feet. “Ravenshadow still has something going on, but I don’t
know what. About a week before I was to meet up with my handler, I
saw a few of the valrik transporting something to the old ruins in
the north. Whatever it was, it had to be valuable, Ravenshadow was
taking no chances. He even had Eric, supervising.”

“Eric?”

“Yeah, that’s why I couldn’t risk getting any closer
to find out what it was.”

“Any guesses?” Daniel asked.

“Not a clue. All I know is, it must have come from
the base of the spire. He’s had valrik and brunrik all over the
foothills around that area.”

“Do you think he might have uncovered some secret of
the Alva?” Alex asked. “The story was that near the end, the Alva
were conducting experiments with wild magic. Some say they were
using a few of the indigenous races, like the Ogres and the Orceen
to help them.”

Kile quickly turned to where Alex was sitting. “What
about the Orceen?” she asked.

“It goes back to what I was saying earlier.
Supposedly, the Alva were trying to create a weapon to destroy the
Aruvians. A few of the other, lesser, races, like the Orceen, were
helping.”

“So you’re saying this Ravenshadow has an ancient
Alva weapon now?” Marcus asked. “Next you’ll be telling me he’s
recruited the drake of the flatlands to help him.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Daniel replied. “But who’s
to say what's been left in those mountains?”

Marcus took another drink from his canteen.
“Personally,” he said, “I don’t care what he’s got. This script is
completed. We should get ourselves out of here the first chance we
get and bring this information to Command. Then we can collect our
reward and wash our hands of the whole affair.”

“There may not be time.” Kile replied. “If
Ravenshadow has uncovered some ancient weapon, we have to find out
what it is, and try to stop him.”

“Why us?” he asked.

“Because we’re here now, if we go all the way back
to Command with this, who’s to say how long it will take for them
to get another group out here.”

“But Command needs to know.” Tullner replied. “If
there is an army waiting in the north to attack Azintar, Command
needs time to prepare.”

“Then we send Larks, with his Edge, he’ll be able to
get the information to Command in no time.”

“Wait a second.” Marcus shouted, holding up hands.
“Are you actually saying you want to go after this… whatever it is?
As in, go deeper behind enemy lines. Look, I’m all for fame and
glory, but that only works when you come back alive. This isn’t
exactly the best group to be taking on a risk like this.”

“I’m not asking you to come,” Kile said. “If you
want to go home, fine. I think you should, and take Alex and Daniel
with you.”

“Says who?” Daniel shouted. “You’re just going to
send us off like civilians. I’m a Certified Level Five Hunter, I
can take care of myself.”

“You’re not a field Hunter, Danny.”

“I’m not leaving you out here alone.”

“She won’t be alone.” Carter said. “I’m going with
her.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

Carter laughed. “Do you even know where the ruins
are?”

He had a good point. She could probably find them
with help from Bakara, but how long would that take.

“Perha Squad will go as well.”

“Thank you, Tullner.”

“There is a great story in this, somewhere, and I’m
not leaving in the middle of it,” Alex chimed in.

“So, I guess that’s it. We’re off to take on the
Uhyre forces by ourselves,” Marcus laughed, sloshing his
canteen.

“We’ll see what the others say. I don’t want to
force anyone to come along who doesn’t want to.”

 


When the others arrived back at camp, they sat
around the fire and discussed their options. They agreed Larks
would return to Command and deliver what information they had to
Colonel Barshed, or Guild Master Lathery, whoever he reached first.
Although Kile was sure she could find a bird to deliver the message
for them, she couldn’t help but notice how relived Larks looked
when they presented him with the option. He claimed he wanted
excitement and adventure, but how much of that was just bluster?
Still, it wouldn’t be easy. He would have to make the trip on foot,
if he was relying on his Edge. It gave him the speed he needed,
although he couldn’t sustain it for long. It would still take him
two days to get back to Forthbar, but it was a lot faster than
going by horseback. Carter would borrow Lionora for their journey
deeper into the wastelands. The rest of Perha Squad agreed to
follow Kile, although she wasn’t too sure about Browne. He seemed a
little skeptical at first, but ultimately his duty to the Squad
over- ruled his concerns.

Although she wanted Daniel and Alex to return home,
she knew they wouldn’t, and in some ways, she was glad. It felt
right, somehow, to have the four of them back together. She just
hoped her sentimentality didn’t end in catastrophe.

When the sun finally sank over the western flats,
they provided Larks with what food and water he would need and
wished him a safe journey. He was gone in a matter of minutes. The
rest of the water was divided among the others before setting out,
deeper into the wastelands.

Traveling by night was easier. There was less chance
of them being seen, and without the sun beating down, less chance
of them dropping from heat exhaustion.
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“There it is,” Carter said, pointing across the
horizon to, what could only be described as, the old ruins. At one
time, the structure had to have been something to behold.
Surrounded by a massive city of stone, now buried in sand, it
rivaled that of anything the vir created. Toppled columns led up
broken stairs to crumbing walls, which were ornate with intricate
carvings. It wasn’t what Kile imagined Alverian ruins would look
like. When she thought of the Alva, she always thought of the
forest and the animals. Even the painting of Risa Ta’re was more
Alverian then these ruins. No, this was the farthest thing from her
mind.

“Over there.” Carter said, pointing to one of the
few, still intact, structures. “That’s where they moved it.”

“And we don’t know what it is?” Tullner asked.

“Not a clue.” Carter replied. “But it was locked in
what looked like a steel box which they carried into that building.
They guard it around the clock, but I have no idea what it is.”

“If it’s a weapon, why don’t they just use it?”
Anurr asked.

“Maybe they don’t know how,” Alex replied. “I mean,
if it really is an Alverian weapon, it has to have some connection
with the mystic arts. Maybe they’re trying to figure it out.”

“Then we have to get it out of there before they
can,” Kile said.

“And how do you plan on doing that?” Marcus asked.
“I don’t think walking up to the front door and asking to borrow
their ultimate weapon of destruction is such a good idea.”

“From my run-ins with the valrik, they’re not too
bright, they might just hand it over.” Browne replied.

“I think we’ll just leave that option off the table
for now.” Tullner said, patting Browne on the back. “What we need
is information.”

“What we need is a map.” Anurr added.

“What about it, Kile. How about asking your friends
for help?”

“Birds are a little scarce around here, I’m afraid a
single raven might look out of place, and I’m still not sure if I
can trust him completely.”

“What about them?” Alex asked, pointing to a shallow
ridge were a strange group of visitors were watching them. They
were small furry animals, about a hand’s width in length, and
another hand for the tail. The exact color of the sand, they nearly
disappeared into the world around them. But what made them unique,
were their ears. They stuck out from the sides of the head, nearly
as big as the animal was long, give their heads a flat triangular
appearance.

“What is it, a rat?” Browne asked.

“No, it’s a fox, or something like a fox.” Kile said
as she approached them.

They made no attempt to flee and waited until she
got closer.

-Not them.-

The largest fox said.

She knew instantly what he meant.

“No, we are not of the Uhyre,” she replied.

-Why you here?

The fox asked, slowly approaching her and sniffing
around. She knew he was trying to get her scent, because, she hated
to admit it, she was doing the same thing, before she stopped
herself.

“We are seeking information,” she told him. “Can you
help us?”

-Help? Seek what?-

“Is there a way into the stone building without
being seen?” she asked. She communicated, not so much in the words
she used, but with the images she gave to them. The more meaning
she put into the images, the easier it was to communicate what she
needed.

-Many ways, too big.-

The fox replied.

“Can you show me?” she asked, closing her eyes.

When the connection was made, she was once again
seeing the world through a different pair of eyes, but unlike the
birds, these were much lower. She wasn’t so much as soaring thought
the sky, as she was hovering over the ground. It was always harder
to get her bearings from this viewpoint and she often had the same
problem when she connected with Vesper. Small rocks looked like
large boulders and boulders looked like mountains. Even the tiny
patches of vegetation looked like acres of forest.

The fox’s name was Rowd, and he lived with his mate
and four kits in a small den located outside the west end of the
stone city. His den was linked with others, creating an underground
network, and even though the tunnels looked fairly spacious, from
her point of view, Kile knew there was no chance she would fit.
But, there was one promising place Rowd showed her. It appeared,
through their incisive tunneling, the foxes stumbled upon some kind
of underground aqueduct.

Rowd’s visions were sketchy at best and not very
complete. He couldn’t remember much, as he was quite young when the
foxes first found it. Since the water was undrinkable, it served no
purpose, and therefore was forgotten, but the more Kile thought
about the aqueduct, the clearer it became. It was as if the entire
picture was being revealed, one small section at a time, and she
realized she was seeing each piece with a different set of eyes.
Soon she could see the entire aqueduct from where it started, to
where it ended, all within her mind. But that wasn’t all, each pair
of eyes had their own name, their own identity. Each set of eyes
had their own life, and she was living them all. Instead of feeling
stretched and overwhelmed, as she usually did when she touched on
so many minds at one time, she felt safe and accepted.

When she finally opened her eyes, Kile was
surrounded by the small sandy colored foxes. Where there had only
been a handful before, there were now twenty, possible thirty, all
sitting around her, contributing to the map in her head. It was
such a peaceful, warm feeling, she didn’t want to break the
connection, but she knew she had to.

When the link was severed, her mind didn’t snap back
as it usually did, leaving her with a headache. This time it was
more gradual, and she felt surprisingly relaxed.

“Thank you,” she said, extending her gratitude to
all the foxes, who she now knew by name.

-Welcome, you are.-

Rowd said with a slight nod of his head. When he
departed, the others followed, leaving Kile sitting in the sand,
alone. She was sorry to see them go.

“You all right?” Daniel asked.

She smiled up at him. “Yes, for once I can actually
say, yes, I am all right,” she said, blinking back the tears.

“Where they any help?” Tullner asked.

“They were,” Kile said, getting to her feet. “There
is an aqueduct which runs right under the city, and I know where it
comes out.”

 


They found a place for the horses on the far side of
a hill, down in a valley, far enough away from the stone city where
there was little chance of them being spotted by a valrik patrol.
Alex was left to the guard the horses. As Kile pointed out, there
weren’t too many people who could hide nine horses as easily as
Alex could. She also asked Lore and Nova to stay with him.
Partially because the dogs would be able to detect the approach of
unwanted visitors better than Alex, but there was also the chance
that navigating the aqueduct may prove difficult for them. She
wanted to leave Marcus behind as well, but he insisted on coming
along, which seemed out of character for him. Tullner saw fit to
leave Browne and Anurr behind as added protection, although Alex
didn’t feel it was necessary.

They waited until nightfall, before setting off
across the wastelands to where they hoped the entrance to the
aqueduct was located. Kile led the way, followed closely by Daniel
and Carter. Tullner and Sandson filled in the middle of the line
and Marcus followed up the rear. She led them based upon the fox’s
map, until she was close enough to smell the tainted water.

She motioned for them to stop.

“It’s here,” she whispered, although, all she could
see was more sand.

“There’s nothing here.” Carter said as he knelt down
beside her.

“I know it’s here, I can smell it.”

Daniel knelt down and placed his hands on the
ground. “It’s here, but it’s deep,” he said.

“Are you saying we have to excavate the wastelands
to find the entrance?” Sandson asked. “That could take a while,
like a couple of years.”

“I may be able to narrow it down,” Daniel
replied.

He started to crawl along the ground with his hands
in the sand, moving from left to right, trying to hone in on the
water. He was doing his best scullery maid imitation when he
suddenly stopped.

“It’s strongest along here,” he said, but the ground
looked no different than any other patch of the wasteland.

“Now all we need is someone with an earth Edge,”
Carter remarked.

“No, I don’t think so,” Daniel replied, brushing
away the sand. “There appears to be some type of stone
surface.”

The more sand, he cleared away, the more the area
resembled a floor, or possibly a street, whatever it was, it was
compiled of closely interlocking stones. Sandson and Tullner joined
in, and within minutes, they managed to uncover an eight foot
square section, although the actual surface extended much farther
in all directions.

“Hold up guys.” Sandson called out. He slipped his
long knife from his boot and began prying up one of the loose
pavers. It took him a few minutes to work the blade around the
edges, but when it finally came free, it created a small hole in
the ground, no more than five inches in diameter.

“Oh great, at this rate, we should be in there by
Hob’s day.” Marcus commented from where he was sitting.

Tullner was unimpressed as he looked down the hole.
“I don’t suppose any of you Hunters can shrink yourselves down to
fit?” he asked.

“It’s too bad we didn’t bring Alex along after all.”
Carter remarked.

“Even he couldn’t fit through that, but I know
someone who can.” Kile said. She was looking directly at
Marcus.

“I don’t know what you’re thinking, girl! There is
no way I can fit down there.”

“No, but your purse can.”

“What are you on to?”

“Just hand it over.”

“Great, I’m being mugged out in the wastelands.”
Marcus said as he unfastened the purse on his belt. He made sure to
dump the contents into another pouch before handing it to Kile.

“What do you say, Vesper, you want to go for a
ride?”

-Me look?-

The yarrow replied.

“I get it.” Sandson said, and quickly produced a
small ball of twine from his pack.

“Will he be able to see anything down there?” Daniel
asked.

“I don’t know, it is a bit dark, but he’s been in
darker places,” Kile replied.

“I can take care of that as well.” Sandson said, and
started rummaging through his pack again. He pulled out the small
vial of liquid kindling, and then tore off a strip of his cloak.
“Get me some brush from that shrub over there, will ya?”

Carter cut off a few branches and Sandson wrapped
the cloth around them. Pouring a couple drops of liquid kindling on
the end, he quickly dropped the bundle into the darkness. As it
fell, it ignited, and when it hit the ground, it lit up a small
section of the stone floor.

“That should give us light for a little while.” He
said, looking down into the hole “can’t really make out much, just
a lot of darkness.”

Kile fastened the twine to the pull strings of the
purse and made sure Vesper was comfortable.

“You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,”
she told him.

-Help Kile, Kile family, help family.-

He said, and she knew the yarrow would do just about
anything he could to help her. He had proven that many times.

“Good, now just stay in the pouch and don’t move
around too much. Just see what you can see,”

-Me see.-

Daniel carefully lowered the pouch into the hole
while Kile closed her eyes and fell into her Edge. It didn’t take
her long to connect with Vesper, it never did, and she was soon
seeing through his eyes.

The hole was narrow at first, and all she could see
was a wall of dirt. As she descended further, the world suddenly
opened up around her and she felt as if she was suspended over the
dark pit from her nightmares. She was afraid to look down, for fear
of seeing those yellow eyes staring back up at her, but all she
could see was Sandson’s small fire burning far below. When her
eyes, or Vesper’s eyes, adjusted to the darkness, she was able to
make out distant shapes. The aqueduct was just as Rowd remembered
it: a long dark tunnel. It stretched far to the east, farther than
her vision would allow. Great arches held up a barreled ceiling of
the same interlocking stone as the street above, and the floor had
a channel cut down the center, where the tainted water flowed. She
didn’t have to taste it to know it was undrinkable. The smell alone
was enough. There was one thing she couldn’t deny. This was not the
work of the Alva.

While she swung and twisted on her rope, something
behind her caught her eye.

“Daniel, can you turn the rope a bit?”

As Daniel twisted the rope, she slowly began to
spin, and that’s when she saw it.

“Over there.” She said, pointing to a place just
behind Marcus.

Carter ran over and quickly began brushing away the
sand. Tullner and Sandson helped. Marcus watched.

“There’s something here.” Tullner shouted.

“Daniel, pull me up.” Kile said.

As she started to ascend, she held her breath when
she passed through the narrow hole and only released it when Vesper
was finally out. Daniel removed Vesper from the purse and handed
him to Kile.

-Did good?-

The yarrow asked.

“You were wonderful,” she replied. She placed Vesper
on her shoulder and followed Daniel to where the others were
gathered. What they found was a metal plate, perfectly fitted into
the stone street.

“What do you make of it?” Tullner asked Sandson, who
was already inspected it.

“It looks like a hatch of some kind.” he
replied.

“Made out of metal?”

“I think there might be a ladder leading up to it.”
Kile said, kneeling down beside Sandson. She helped him brush the
rest of the sand away.

“This looks like the release.” Sandson said, and
after a few moments, and a few failed tries, there was an audible
click. The metal plate jumped.

Tullner and Carter opened the hatch, which revealed
a perfectly circular stone tube. Rungs of a ladder were embedded
into the side of the rock wall leading down into the darkness.
Sandson produced a small hooded lantern from his pack, one of the
many things he had acquired from Treesand, and handed it to
Tullner, who was the first to descend into the aqueduct. When he
called back to give them the all clear, they proceeded down, one
after the other.

The tunnel was not nearly as impressive as when Kile
saw it through Vesper’s eyes. Although it was still a remarkable
feat of architecture, it was much smaller than she thought. It was
only ten feet wide, and with the channel cut down the center, for
the water, it left them three feet on either side to walk. Even the
height was nowhere near what she thought. At its highest point, it
was probably only about eight feet.

“I thought it would be bigger.” Daniel said, echoing
her thoughts.

“Bigger than the last tunnel I had to crawl through
to break into a place,” she replied.

“And where was that?” Sandson asked.

“Windfoil.”

“What? Are you saying you broke into Windfoil?”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t that big of a deal,” she said,
passing him on the narrow ledge.

Walking single file, they headed east, or as east as
the tunnel would lead them. They had no idea how far into the stone
city they traveled, or if they were even heading in the right
direction. They were traveling blind, but it was the only direction
they could go. When it looked as if the tunnel was going to go on
forever, Tullner spotted another set of rungs.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“We’ll have to go up sometime.” Sandson said as he
started up the ladder. It didn’t take him nearly as long to release
the hatch from this side, and the metal door seemed to be lighter,
or better balanced, than the last one. He pushed it open just
enough to get an idea of where he was, and then let it close behind
him as he climbed back down.

“Well, the good news is, we are in the city,” he
said.

“And the bad news,” Tullner asked.

“We aren’t actually near the building we want.”

“I didn’t really think we were going to come up
inside it. That would be too much to hope for.” Tullner replied.
“How far are we away from where we need to be?”

“We’re not that far, but there are a few valrik we
might have to deal with. Like the one standing about three feet
from the hatch.”

“Yeah, that could be a problem.” Daniel added.

“Is there only one?” Carter asked.

“As far as I can see. I didn’t dare open the hatch
any farther.”

“Not a problem then. I’ll take care of him,” he
replied and started up the ladder.

Carter was gone before he even reached the top of
the ladder, as he slowly faded from sight. The metal hatch opened
by itself, just wide enough for someone to crawl through, and then
it closed. They waited nervously, trying to listen for any noise
above them, but could hear nothing over the babbling of the water.
It felt like an eternity, until the hatch opened again, and a dead
valrik fell through. He bounced off the walkway with a thud, rolled
into the water and was carried away

“Come on.” Carter whispered.

They went up in the same order they went down.
Tullner first, followed by Sandson, Kile, Daniel and finally
Marcus.

When they reached the surface they were standing in
what used to be a room, although there were only two walls left of
the original structure. What purpose the room served, there was no
way of telling. Any furniture or identifying features were long
gone. Only small bits of discarded wood gave any indication there
was any furniture to begin with. One of the remaining walls had an
opening where a door once hung. Now it was open to the street. From
here they had a perfect view of the Uhyre camp, only ten feet
away.

It was hard to say how many valrik were garrisoned
in the stone city, but from their vantage point they could make out
about three-dozen. They didn’t appear to be preparing for battle,
or even guarding anything for that matter. They were just going
about their lives, unfazed by the war along the border. Kile
started to wonder if the valrik were any different than the vir, in
that neither race truly wanted to go to war.

They exited the room through the gaping hole in the
back wall, and silently moved around the perimeter of the camp
until they reached another building. This one must have been a shop
or store as there were still sections of wooden shelves lining the
walls. From here they could clearly see their building they needed
to reach. It wasn’t difficult to identify because it was the
largest in their general area and the only one with guards posted
on the door.

“Any ideas?” Tullner asked.

“I’m assuming a frontal assault is out of the
questions.” Sandson replied.

“We can go up and over.” Kile suggested.

“Unless one of you Hunters can fly, I don’t think
that’s an option.”

“Not fly, jump,” she replied. “See the tower next to
the building. If we can reach it, and get to the second or third
floor, we may be able to get onto the roof. If not, at least we’ll
get a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

“Better than staring at it from afar,” Sandson
added.

“It’s not like we have much of a choice.” Tullner
replied. “Alright, we make for the tower. Keep low and keep quiet,”
he said and ducked out the back door.

 


The lack of security was staggering. The valrik
either didn’t care what was in their secured building, or they
didn’t think anyone would be stupid enough to come all the way
across the wastelands to break into it. The closest they came to
being spotted was when they stumbled upon a valrik relieving
himself. Fortunately he was too busy with the task at hand and
didn’t even notice them. They waited until he was finished, and
when he staggered back to camp, they quickly skirted the alley and
made for the back of the tower. It was easy enough to break in,
since there was no windows in the windows, just large holes in the
side of the wall.

Like every other structure they passed through, the
tower was completely empty. Age removed all the details of the city
and the sand filled in the spaces left behind. Whoever the
architects were, they were long gone and long forgotten. Getting
higher than the secured building was a lot simpler than they
thought, as the staircase was made of stone, or it was for the
first four floors, after that there was nothing. No floors, no
ceilings, no roof, it was just a tall chimney, extending upward
fifty feet and open to the sky.

When they reached the fourth floor, they were able
to get a decent look at the stone city. It was much larger than it
first appeared, although most of it was still buried in the sand.
The valrik had set up camps in six different locations, pitching
tents throughout the streets. There were only a few buildings which
looked to be habitable, and the light spilling out of the windows
revealed they were being used.

Daniel stepped back from the edge. “Do you think
Eric’s down there?” he asked,

“He could be.” Carter replied.

“That’s not our concern at the moment,” Tullner
said. He was looking down at neighboring building. The distance was
much greater than they had anticipated. “We need to find a way over
there.”

“Zip line.” Sandson shouted.

Tullner turned and looked at him.

“You know, you string a rope, one side higher than
the other, and you slide down it.”

“I’m aware of what a zip line is,” Tullner replied.
“But, don’t you need to secure the other end.”

“Hey, it was just an idea.”

“What if we tried to hook something on the other
side?” Carter asked. “We can tie something heavy on the end of a
rope and toss it over there, drag it across the roof and see what
it catches onto.”

“It might work.” Tullner said. “But I’d be a little
leery of what we hook. These buildings don’t appear to be all that
sturdy. I’m afraid the first person using will end up in the
alley.”

“As you said before, we can’t just stand around
staring at it.” Carter replied.

Kile looked over the edge at the alley below. She
judged the distance to be about twelve feet, give or take a foot.
It was not impossible, she thought, just impractical. Stepping away
from the wall, she removed Vesper from her shoulder.

“Danny, can you watch Vesper for me for a moment?”
she asked, handing the yarrow to him. Vesper chattered his protest,
probably because he already knew what she was planning on
doing.

“Sure. Why? What’s up?”

“Nothing, I just want to see something.”

Daniel didn’t give it a moment’s thought. He cradled
the yarrow in his hands and turned back to the ongoing discussion
of what to throw and what to hook. Sandson was berating himself for
not taking the grappling hook they found in the general store. He
was positive they would never use it and it would only take up
space. Carter was weighing stones in his hands, and trying to
convince the others, he could throw the farthest. He was sure he
could reach a hole on the far side of the roof. If they could get
the rope there, he was positive it would catch on something.
Tullner wasn’t so sure. He was afraid too many tries at such a
distant target would raise suspicion from the guards below and was
opting for a closer mark. Marcus, like always, was staying out of
it.

Kile left them to their animated discussion and
descended back to the second floor. She stood on the edge where a
section of the wall had fallen away, and looked across the alley.
The roof of the secured building was only slightly lower than the
floor on which she was standing, which would only make, what she
was about to do, easier. The distance didn’t look nearly as far
from down here as it did from the fourth floor, but it was still a
wide gap. Taking a few steps back, she closed her eyes and fell
into her Edge. She reached down and touched the feral side of
herself, bringing it up and pushing it forward. The world suddenly
came into focus. She could hear the boys up on the fourth floor
still arguing. She could hear the valrik, down in the city,
speaking in their guttural tongue. She could smell their foul
stench on the wind, along with other familiar odors. Was that the
smell of burnt toast and garlic? She took a deep breath, and,
without hesitating, ran through the opening and jumped. She never
doubted she would make it. Landing on the far side, she rolled and
came up on her feet. She cleared the alley with more than a yard to
spare.

Daniel was the first to notice her.

“I think I have a better idea,” he told the
others.

“And what would that be?” Carter asked. He had just
finished securing his carefully selected stone to the end of the
rope.

“I say, we just toss the rope to Kile, and have her
tie it off.” Daniel replied, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.

They turned to see Kile waving at them from the far
roof.

Carter stared in disbelief. “What the hell…”

“Looks like you boys just got schooled by a girl.”
Marcus laughed.

“Yeah, but, how did she get over there?” Carter
asked.

Tullner had served too long with Kile to ask
questions. Without hesitating, he took the stone from Carter’s
hands and threw it across the ally, rope and all. It landed just a
few feet from where she was standing. Kile quickly retrieved it
and, finding a fairly solid piece of roof, tied it off.

Sandson took the other end of the rope. He wrapped
it around the strongest beam he could find, and pulling it taut,
secured it as best he could. It created a slope, across the alley
which appeared a little steeper than it should be.

“We have to hurry. It won’t be long before morning.”
Daniel warned.

“We can’t all go.” Tullner said. “Some of us will
have to stay behind, in case something goes wrong.”

“Well, I’m going.” Daniel replied.

Sandson cut off a few sections from the free end of
the rope. “I’ll go too” he said, and handed one of the lengths to
Daniel.

“Fine, Marcus, Carter and I will stay here. If you
get into trouble…”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, you’ll come running to the
rescue,” Sandson said, looping his short length of rope over the
new zip line.

“Something like that,” Tullner grinned.

“Just like Coopervill,” Sandson replied. Gripping
both sides of the rope, he hung on it to test the strength of the
zip line, and then walked to the edge of the building. “You ever do
anything like this?” he asked Daniel.

“I prefer to keep my feet on the ground, thank
you.”

“I’m afraid you’re not that tall,” Sandson replied.
“Just hold on tight and let gravity do the rest.”

Sandson whispered a silent prayer and jumped off the
edge of the tower. He slid down the rope at a surprising speed and
released when he was over the secured building. He tried to stay on
his feet, but the momentum sent him face first into the roof.

“Are you all right?” Kile asked, running to his
side.

Sandson slowly got to his feet. He was a bit
scratched up, but otherwise fine. “I don’t remember it being that
painful.” he replied.

Daniel was half way across the alley by the time
Sandson was on his feet. He managed to grab the Hunter before he
slammed into the ground, which was fortunate, since Daniel had his
eyes closed all the way. When Sandson released him, he fell over
anyway.

“I am never doing that again.” He said in a shaky
voice.

“Where’s Vesper?” Kile asked.

Daniel opened his medical bag and the yarrow leapt
out, clinging onto Kile and climbing up to her shoulder. He scolded
her for leaving him behind.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I knew my landing might
be a little rough, and I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

“It wasn’t like Danny’s landing was all that great,”
Sandson remarked.

“What about the others?” she asked.

“That’s the rescue party, in the event we run into
trouble,” He told her

“Let’s hope we don’t need them, then.”

“Kile, are you okay?” Daniel asked, getting to his
feet. It was ironic he was asking after her since he was the one
who was looking pale.

“As okay as I can be, behind enemy lines, in the
middle of a valrik garrison, and sneaking into a secured building.
Why do you keep asking?”

“Because you’re doing the whole wild, freaky eye
thing again,” Sandson replied.

“Oh, that,” she said, waving it off. “Self-inflicted
this time.”

Daniel looked at her suspiciously. “Are you sure?”
he asked.

“Please, Danny, when I start to lose it, you’ll
know.” She said, turning away from them and heading toward the far
side of the roof.

She led them to a large hole. The same hole, Carter
was aiming for. It dropped down into an empty room, which exited
out into an equally empty hallway. Offices, apartments, cells,
storage, it was impossible to tell what it was used for. They were
just stone walls holding up what was left of the ceiling. She
motioned for them to stay back while she scouted ahead.

“So, when we find this thing, what are we supposed
to do with it?” Daniel asked.

“It depends on what it is,” Sandson replied. “If we
can’t take it with us, we destroy it.”

Was it that simple, Kile wondered? Steal it or
destroy it. She hadn’t really thought about it. All she cared
about, at the moment, was finding it. As she slowly crept down the
hallway, she reached out with her senses. Closing her eyes, she
took a deep breath and listened. She could hear every creak and
moan the old building made, almost as if it was trying to talk to
her, she just couldn’t understand the language. She concentrated on
a more familiar sound—heart beats. Not just the two behind her,
waiting silently in the darkness, but the three before her, on the
lower floor. Three distinctive heart beats meant they were not
alone in the building. She sniffed the air. Valrik, she thought, no
doubt. They gave off a pungent aroma, like the smell of swamp mud.
But it wasn’t the mud she homed in on. It was their blood pumping
through those beating hearts.

Moving slowly, she stalked her prey. Keeping low to
the floor, staying in the shadows, she advanced. When she reached
the landing, she could see through the railings, down to the first
floor. The room was filled with crates, barrels and boxes, but
there was only one that interested her. It was an old rusty metal
box, bound and locked. Standing beside it, were three valrik
guards, but was it the box, or the valrik, she wanted. The smell of
their blood was intoxicating, and she suddenly felt very hungry.
Carefully and quietly she made her way across the landing, putting
one paw in front of the other, until she reached the stairs.
Looking down at them, she growled. When she placed her hand on the
first step, a sharp pain in her ear caused her to jerk back.

What the hell was she just thinking?

Quickly retreating to the safety of the shadows, she
sat with her back against the wall and tried to catch her breath.
Her heart was beating fast and she was sweating. What was she going
to do? No, she knew what she was going to do. It was what she was
going to do after that frightened her.

She reached up and touched her ear, it was bleeding.
It felt like he took a good chunk out of it this time.

-Sorry, but Kile scary again.-

Vesper said, dropping down into her lap.

She looked down at the yarrow who seemed a bit
agitated.

“It’s all right Vesper,” she reassured him. “You did
good.” Although she hoped he would find a better way of getting her
attention than piercing her ear all the time. “I guess I lost it
there for a moment.”

It was a scary moment, one she wouldn’t soon forgot.
Would she have gone through with it? If Vesper hadn’t bitten her
ear, would she have actually done it?

She moved away from the landing, back to the room
where Daniel and Sandson were waiting.

“So, what did you find out?” Sandson asked when she
entered.

Before she could answer, Daniel was on his feet and
across the floor. He grabbed her head and turned it to one side.
“What did you do to your ear?” he asked.

She slapped his hand away. “It’s nothing,” she
said.

“It’s not nothing, you’re bleeding,” he
exclaimed.

“We don’t have time for that,” she told him. “There
are three valrik guarding a large metal box. It has to be the same
one Carter saw them take from the ruins.”

“So, what do we do now?” Sandson asked. “The three
of us against the three of them,” he said with a slight jerk of his
head toward Daniel. Kile knew what he meant. Although Daniel passed
his Academy, combat training, he wasn’t exactly the best in a
fight. She hated to admit it, but she would have preferred to have
Carter alongside her right about now. Even Alex, with his
illusions, would at least serve as a diversion.

Daniel didn’t notice Sandson concern as he patched
up Kile’s ear with some sweet smelling ointment he had in his
medical bag.

“You say there are three of them, how close together
are they standing?” he asked after he put his supplies away and
doubled checked the bandage on Kile’s ear.

Sandson turned and looked at him. “What difference
does that make?”

“Humor me,” he replied.

“They’re all standing around the same box, probably
as close as we are right now,” Kile replied.

Daniel paced the floor, scratching his chin. Kile
wasn’t sure if he did it absent-mindedly, or because it made him
look more scholarly.

“Sandson, you still have some of that liquid
kindling left?” he asked.

“Yeah, I always travel with a few vials. I’ve never
been able to start a fire without one,” he replied.

“I’m going to need one. I’m also going to need one
of the canteens.”

“You can have mine.” Kile said, unfastening it from
her belt. “It’s only half filled.”

Daniel took the canteen from her and shook it.
“That’s perfect.” He said, setting it aside. He started rummaging
through his medical bag again, but this time he pulled out a small
wooden box, and a thin metal tube. From the box he removed six,
dark green leaves. Kile had never seen them before, but she had
never studied plants. The closest she ever came was when Morgan
wanted to see if she could talk to them. Fortunately, she
couldn’t.

Daniel sat on the floor with the canteen open in his
lap. He held the dark colored leaves in both hands tightly and
closed his eyes. After a few minutes, Kile could see blue light
seeping out from between his fingers, followed by a thick amber
liquid. The drops fell into the open container. When he extracted
as much fluid as he could, he discarded the dried leaves. Pulling
the stopper off the thin metal tube, he poured a clear liquid into
the canteen and then swirled it around.

Sandson handed him one of the vials of liquid
kindling.

“Come on.” Daniel said, getting to his feet.

Kile and Sandson exchanged a confused look before
following Daniel out into the hall. He was never one to take the
lead, and they had no idea what he was planning. They found him
sitting against the wall with the canteen in one hand, and the
liquid kindling in the other. He was looking around the corner,
through the railing.

“They’re a little farther away than I thought,” he
said, moving away from the landing. “I’m not sure if I can reach
them from here. How good is your aim?” he asked.

“Don’t look at me, you’ve seen me in the list.” Kile
said, backing away.

“What about you, Sandson?”

“I used to be a fairly good sand pitcher back home,”
he bragged.

“Then you got the job.”

“What do I have to do?”

“Get the stopper ready. I’m going to pour the liquid
kindling into the canteen. You have to put the stopper in and throw
it at the valrik as quickly as possible. Don’t hesitate. If you
wait too long, we’re all in trouble.”

Sandson looked a little concerned, but picked up the
stopper and nodded. He held his breath as Daniel emptied the liquid
kindling into the canteen. A thick, noxious purple smoke began
pouring out.

“Quick, get rid of it!” Daniel shouted, turning his
head away from the smoke and thrusting the canteen into the
soldier’s hand.

Sandson quickly plugged the mouth of the canteen,
ran to the edge of the railing and threw it directly into the midst
of the valrik. The canteen bounced three times across the floor and
came to rest against a wooden crate. The valrik looked first at the
canteen, then at one another, and then at Sandson.

“That didn’t work,” he said, ducking behind the
wall, but by now it was too late. The valrik knew where they
were.

Kile reached for her Lann, but hesitated when she
heard a loud pop, followed by a thud, and then a second one, and
finally a third. She peeked around the corner and saw three valrik
lying motionless on the ground as a thick purple smoke hung in the
air.

Sandson looked over her shoulder. “Well, that was
unexpected.”

“I wouldn’t go down there just yet,” Daniel said
from behind them. “Let it air out for a few moments.”

“Are they… dead?” Kile asked.

“No, just sleeping,” he replied.

“How did you do that?”

“Oh, just something I picked up from studying with
the alchemist in Littenbeck before the war,” he replied. “It’s
supposed to be an anesthetic, but it’s a little too potent at the
moment. First time we used it, we put the entire room to sleep.
They should be out for a couple of hours.”

The smoke dissipated quite quickly, but they gave it
a few moments until they were sure it would be safe enough to
approach. When they descended the stairs, there was still a sweet
smell in the air.

Daniel picked up the canteen and poured out the
contents. “Those leaves were hard to come by,” he said. “You can
only get them in Balaa.”

Sandson slapped him on the shoulder. “They served a
worthy cause,” he said.

Kile examined the box. It was secured by an old
rusted padlock. Whatever’s in here isn’t coming out any time
soon.

“Maybe one of the valrik has the keys,” Daniel
suggested.

“I doubt it,” Sandson replied. “Would you trust the
keys to a secret weapon to a valrik?”

“Good point.”

“So, how are we getting into this?” Kile asked.

“Step aside. Hunters aren’t the only ones with
skills.” Sandson said as he approached the box. He produced a pair
of thin wires from the cuff of his shirt and began working on the
lock. Within moments, it popped open.

Kile eyed him suspiciously “How come I think you’ve
done this before?” she asked.

“I wasn’t always a soldier,” he said, flipping the
lid of the box open and looking inside. “Okay, I wasn’t expecting
that.”

“What is it?” Kile asked.

“It looks like a large rock.” Sandson said, pulling
out what looked like a large rock. It was roundish in shape, about
three feet in diameter. It looked no different from any other rock,
although it did have a slight shine to it, almost as if it
glittered.

Daniel gave the rock a quick inspection “Why would
they be guarding this?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but we can’t lug this around with us.
We should destroy it,” Sandson replied. He lifted the rock over his
head and had intended on slamming it into the ground, but Kile
stopped him.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know, I just… there something… different
about it. I can’t explain it, but I know we can’t destroy it,” she
replied.

Sandson looked over the rock one more time. “Fine,
we’ll take it with us,” he said. “But I don’t like this. It was too
easy. It feels like a setup”

“Well, let’s not wait around and find out.” Kile
replied as she moved further back into the storage area. There had
to be another way out besides the roof. It’s not like they could
slide up a zip line. The front door was out of the question. Even
if they could get by the two guards, posted outside, they would be
in clear view of the camp. That wouldn’t go unnoticed. A back door,
a window, even a gaping hole, would be helpful.

Daniel spotted it first. “There,” he said, pointing
to another set of wooden doors. The doors looked out of place on
the old building, since every other wooden object had long fallen
into disrepair. The doors weren’t even hung right as they sat
crooked in their frames. By all appearances, this had to be a
recent addition. More than likely, they were installed for security
reasons. This was evident by the thick crossbar which should have
held the door against anyone trying to gain access into the old
building. Although, a few good shoves and the whole thing would
have fallen in.

Sandson set the rock down and, with Daniel’s help,
went to work on the crossbar.

“Stop.” Kile called out. “They’re waiting for
us.”

“Who are?” he asked.

She didn’t answer him at first. She just stood there
with her eyes closed. When she opened them, Sandson cringed.

“Man, that freaks me out,” he said, releasing the
crossbar and stepping away from the door.

Kile slowly turned around, as if she was looking
straight through the stone walls. “We’re surrounded,” she finally
said.

“Are you sure? How do you know?” Sandson asked.

“Rowd,” she replied.

The old fox was out hunting with his skulk and
spotted the activity within the stone city. Normally they would
have avoided it and the valrik, but as he had given the vir
directions into the city, he went to investigate. Kile was seeing
everything the old fox was seeing as he was seeing it.

“We go to the roof.” Daniel shouted.

“And then where?” Sandson asked. “We’d be trapped.
Even if we were able to get back to the tower, it’s no better than
here.”

“But at least we’d have the high ground. We can
defend the stairs.” Daniel argued.

“Spoken like a true amateur.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re not a soldier, you don’t
understand.”

“Then what should we do?”

“It’s simple.” Sandson replied, looking around the
room and at the numerous crates which were stacked up around them.
“We stay down here. Hide in these crates. When we see an opening,
we go for it.”

“You mean run away?” Daniel asked.

“You have a better idea? And don’t suggest the high
ground.”

“What about the others?”

“What about them, if they’re smart, they’re long
gone.”

“You think they abandoned us?”

“You can’t exactly mount a rescue mission if you get
caught along with the people you’re supposed to be rescuing.”

“Will you two keep it down,” Kile shouted, shaking
her head. “I can’t hear Rowd.”

“What’s he saying?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t know.” She replied. “There’s too much
noise. I’m only getting bits and pieces.” Taking a deep breath, she
reached out further with her consciousness. She was trying to
connect with the small sand fox, but found something much larger.
It was like nothing she had ever encountered before. The moment
their minds linked, she knew she was in trouble. Her skull vibrated
with a loud humming, which drove out all other thoughts. The sound
was excruciating and she fell to her knees, clutching her ears.

“Kile, what’s wrong?”

“Something… something’s trying to… I can’t
understand you,” she shouted.

Daniel quickly ran to her side.

“Kile, what's wrong? What’s happening?” he kept
asking her, but she wasn’t paying any attention to him. She kept
her eyes closed and her hands over her ears, rocking back and
forth. When she did finally look up, Sandson grabbed Daniel and
pulled him away from her.

“Whoa, that’s new,” he shouted.

Her eyes weren’t her eyes anymore. Nor were they the
wild yellow eyes of the cat they had grown so accustomed to.
Instead, they were green, like two shinning emerald orbs. She was
looking straight at them, but she wasn’t seeing them.

Daniel pulled away from Sandson. Reaching out to
her, he placed his hand on her shoulder and whispered her name. She
looked directly at him, and when she did, her eyes reverted back to
their natural state.

“Kile, are you….”

“Get down,” She shouted, pulling Daniel to the
floor.

Sandson jumped on top of them, shielding them as the
door behind him exploded in a shower of flaming embers. Slowly, he
lifted his head. “What was that?” he asked.

“That was Eric.” Kile replied.

“We have to get out of here.” Daniel said, getting
to his feet. But there was no place to run to. The rear of the
building was now engulfed in flames and the fire, fueled by the
walls of crates, was starting to spread. He grabbed Kile and pulled
her back to the stairs.

“The rock,” she shouted, trying to break Daniel’s
grip

“Forget about it.”

“We can’t. I promised him I wouldn’t.”

“Promised who?” Sandson asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered.

“That makes perfect sense,” he said, but he still
turned around and risked running back into the flames to grab the
strange rock. Even as the fire was burning the stone walls around
him, the rock was still cold to the touch. Looking out over the
flames, he could barely make out the valrik as they danced around
outside the walls. The fire would keep them at bay for a while, but
it wasn’t the valrik he was concerned with, it was the tall, dark
man who was, even now, walking toward him. He watched as the
stranger stepped into the fire without flinching. Sandson quickly
retreated back to the stairs. He had only reached the first step
when he heard Kile call out to him. Turning, he found her and
Daniel, standing among the crates in the middle of the floor.

“Come on, we have to get out of here,” he said when
he reached them. “I say we go for the front door. We stand a better
chance with the valrik out there.”

“We can’t, we have to stay right here.” Kile
replied.

“What are you saying?”

“We have to stay here, this is where they’re
coming.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “All I know it, we have to
be right here.”

Sandson looked at Daniel. It was clear the young
healer was just as confused and as concerned as he was.

“Look, Commander, I don’t know what’s going on, but
I just saw someone walk through fire, and he’s heading this way. I
don’t really want to be around when he gets here.”

“Too late.”

Sandson turned to see the tall dark man standing
behind him. He was wearing a long black coat over dark brigand
leather. His hair was greasy and matted to his head and he was
sporting a wild looking beard, which gave him an insane look, but
what really caught the soldier’s eye were the man’s hands, they
were engulfed in flame.

“You’re looking… well… terrible.” Kile said,
stepping forward.

“If he didn’t want you alive, I would fry you right
now,” Eric replied.

“I kind of figured that, I just haven’t figured out
why. Why me?” she asked.

“What does it matter, he just does.”

Kile laughed. “You don’t know, do you? He still
hasn’t told you his plan.”

“He’s told me what I needed to know.”

“You’re nothing to him but a stooge. He’s using you,
Eric, and you can’t see that?”

“That’s what you think. When this is over, I’ll get
what I want.”

“And what’s that?” she asked. “What is it that makes
all this worth it? Land? Power? Wealth? If he gets his way, none of
it will matter. Don’t you see? He has no desire to seize control
from his brother. He just wants the world to burn. All you’re going
to get are ashes.”

Eric held up his flaming hands. “Maybe that’s what I
want,” he grinned.

“No, you want more than that.” Kile replied. “But it
doesn’t matter anymore. Your father failed. Callor is now
controlled by Lord Bollen.”

Eric snorted. “Minor setback.” He said. “The plan
still moves forward.”

“How do you know, you don’t even know what the plan
is.”

“You’re stalling.”

“Of course I’m stalling.”

“You think your friends are coming to save you?
Well, I’m afraid they’re not.”

“What have you done with them?” Daniel shouted,
stepping forward.

“Why should I tell you?” Eric replied. “I’m just
going to kill you anyway.”

Sandson reached for his sword, but Kile grabbed his
arm. Eric grinned and took a step forward but stopped when he heard
the loud crack. It was the sound of wood breaking. They looked
around for the source of the noise, but could see nothing. The fire
had now consumed the back of the building, but the sound wasn’t
coming from there, it was coming from under their feet.

Eric jumped back just as the floor beneath them gave
way.

For one brief moment, Kile was flying again, until
she hit the ground, and then she remembered… nothing.
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Kile tried to move, but felt someone holding her
down.

“Take it easy,” she heard Daniel say.

“What happened?” she asked, finally opening her
eyes. She was staring up at, what looked like, the underside of a
thatched roof. “Where are we?”

“No idea.” Sandson replied from the other side of
the room. “Last thing I remember was the ground giving way beneath
us.

“Yeah. We took a bit of a fall.” Daniel added. “A
couple of cuts and bruises, but nothing more serious than a broken
leg.”

“Who broke their leg?” she asked.

“Actually, you did.”

“I did.”

“Well, you were standing at the very edge of the
hole when it formed, so you kind of toppled over backwards. It was
an awkward catch, but don’t worry, fixing breaks is easy,” Daniel
told her as he got to his feet. “Just, don’t jump around on it too
much.”

Kile sat up in bed and looked around the room. “Who
caught me?” she asked

It was a dingy looking place. The floor was solid
rock, no intricate interlocking stone here. In fact, two of the
walls were also solid rock while the other two were wooden framed.
The door was no more than an animal skin fastened across the
threshold. The furniture, what little there was, consisted of a
short legged table and four raised platforms covered in straw which
served as beds.

“I think it was a brunrik,” Sandson replied.

“Brunrik? Are you sure? Have we been captured?”

“I don’t think so,” Daniel said, taking a seat on
one of the raised beds. “If we were captured, or at least if we
were captured by this Ravenshadow, I think we would have known
about by now.”

“Not to mention that fire mystic looked just as
confused as we were when the floor opened up,” Sandson added. “I’m
sure he had nothing to do with it.”

Daniel agreed. “Eric had no idea what was going on.
This was not part of his plan.”

“Then whose plan was it?” Kile asked.

“I thought it was yours,” Sandson replied.

“Mine, why mine?”

“You were the one who told us to stand where we were
standing. You said someone was coming to rescue us. You just never
told us it would be a brunrik.”

“That’s because I didn’t know.”

“What do you remember?” Daniel asked.

“Not much I’m afraid, just bits and pieces,” she
said, running her hands through her hair. “All I remember is this
voice telling me to stand there and wait. I figured we had nothing
to lose.”

“True, but whose voice was it?”

“I have no idea. I’ve never heard it before. It was
so loud and so powerful, and I always thought Grim was loud when he
was in a bad mood.”

“It couldn’t have been the foxes then?”

“No, it wasn’t Rowd or any in his sulk, it was like
nothing I ever heard before,”

Kile rubbed her forehead and could still feel the
effects of the voice in her head, like echoes in her skull. She
suddenly looked around the room. “Where’s Vesper?” she asked.

“He’s over here.” Sandson said, pointing to a small
pile at the end of his bed. Vesper perked his head up when he heard
his name mentioned.

-Kile wake-

He said, leaping to the floor. He ran across the
room and climbed up onto her bed.

“You okay, Vesper?” she asked.

-Me okay. Safe here.-

“Why do you say that?”

-Protected.-

He replied, and Kile saw something old, something
sleeping, something which shouldn’t be disturbed, watching over
them.

“What’s he saying?” Daniel asked.

“He says we’re safe here, that something is watching
over this village.”

“Well, that’s not very reassuring,” Sandson
replied.

“Does he say what’s watching us?” Daniel asked.

“No, just… something,” Kile replied.

The curtain was suddenly pulled aside, causing all
three of them to jump. Sandson was first on his feet, reaching for
the sword he no longer had. He had called it a brunrik, but Kile
wasn’t so sure. It was definitely as large as a brunrik, possible
even larger, but not quite as ugly. It was nearly seven feet in
height, broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted, stocky, muscular legs,
and massive arms with hands that looked as if they could palm
someone's head. Its face was long and narrow with a huge lantern
jaw and disproportionately small eyes. Its skin was the color of
swamp grass, a sort of dull olive green, but he had bright red and
white markings all up and down his arm as well as a crossed his
chest.

He looked at Sandson, and there didn’t appear to be
any animosity, only a sense of curiosity. That was a good thing,
since he could have easily snapped the soldier in half, if he chose
to. He turned and looked at Daniel, who had the good sense to step
back.

When he finally looked at Kile, she could see a
sadness in his eyes, and she knew he meant no harm. He took a step
toward her, and Sandson blocked his path.

“He’s not going to hurt us,” she said, climbing out
of the bed.

“How can you be so sure?” Sandson asked.

“Look at him. Do you think we’re a threat to him?”
she asked the soldier.

She slowly approached the behemoth, who looked down
at her.

He seemed to get bigger the closer she got and she
had to arch her back just to look up at him.

“My name is Kile. What’s yours?”

“Ki… eee.” He said in a deep harsh voice and, much
to her surprised, fell to one knee. He placed his hand upon the
floor, and bowed his head to her.

“Taugh,” he said.

It was a short, hard noise, and she wasn’t even sure
she caught it.

“Taugh, that’s your name? Taugh?”

“Taugh,” he repeated.

“Well… Taugh, this is Sandson and this is Daniel,”
she said, introducing the two boys. “Oh, and this Vesper,” She
added, holding the yarrow out to him. Vesper sat up and looked at
the Taugh, cocking his head from one side to the other. There was
no fear in the yarrow, and Kile took that as a good sign.

“Ves… poor” Taugh said, and reached out with one
large finger to scratch the small yarrow’s head.

“Wonderful, the brunrik learned the rat’s name,”
Sandson mumbled.

Taugh suddenly turned on Sandson and shouted in a
language none of them understood. Whatever he said, it was not very
pleasant.

“Good going, Sandson.” Daniel said, picking himself
up off the floor. “Piss off the largest thing in the room, why
don’t you?”

Sandson slowly back away. “Hey, I’m sorry. No hard
feelings.”

Kile placed her hand gently upon Taugh’s arm. When
he turned and looked at her, there was no anger there.

-Me don’t like rat, he don’t like brunrik-

Vesper said.

“Do you understand him, Vesper?” Kile asked the
yarrow.

-Old speak, just listen-

Kile looked into Taugh’s eyes, and for some strange
reason, she felt safe.

“Where are we?” she asked him.

“Follow.” He said, turning to the door.

“Wait, you’re not going to follow him, are you?”
Sandson asked.

“Why, do you have someplace else to go?”

“No, but he’s a…”

Kile held her hand up to stop him. “I wouldn’t use
that word, if I was you,” she told him. “Besides, I don’t think he
is.”

“Then what is he?”

She looked at Taugh, standing in the doorway, and
was almost certain she knew what he was. She just didn’t want to
name it, because to do so, would only make things more awkward,
especially for her.

Taugh had to duck to get out the door.

“I’m going. You can stay here if you want. I’ll come
back for you,” she told them as she followed.

“Well, you’re not going alone,” Daniel said. Sandson
was right behind him.

Once outside, Kile had hoped to get an idea of where
they were, but that proved to be impossible. When she looked up at
the sky, it wasn’t there. Instead, she saw an enormously high
ceiling of stone. They were underground. The whole village was
situated in a large cavern, three tiers high. Cave entrances dotted
the walls and small stone buildings littered the ground. Huge
stalactites, covered in some form of photo-luminescent moss, hung
from the ceiling coating the world in a soft green light.

As they walked through the village, Taugh’s people
came out to watch them. They varied in size; some were as large as
Taugh, while others were as small as Kile. The way they looked at
her, she knew she was as much a curiosity to them as they were to
her. They didn’t appear to be threatening or warlike, and seemed to
be at peace so far beneath the ground. They were working their
crafts, farming their fields, mending their homes, tending to their
children, cooking the meals. In many ways, it was not unlike any
vir village, she had passed through, it many ways, it was
Coopervill.

Taugh led them up a sloping incline to the opening
of a cave, which had been covered with more moss and animal skins.
He pulled the curtain aside, and waved them through.

When Kile stepped in, the first thing she noticed
was the smell. It was a sweet, if not wholesome smell. She was sure
she never smelled it before, but for some reason it reminded her of
her childhood. The place was quite spacious, for a cave, and rather
well lit, thanks to the large fire burning in the center. The walls
were decorated with the same red and white symbols she had seen on
Taugh’s arms. A variety of herbs and plants, as well as a few bones
tied on strings, hung from the ceiling. As she made her way deeper
into the cave, she found the owner, sitting on a grass mat. His
eyes were closed, as if in meditation. He was one of the smaller
versions of Taugh’s people, probably no more the five feet and a
couple of inches. His jaw was narrower and his nose was larger, as
were his ears, which protruded straight out from each side of his
head, much like the foxes she had met in the wastelands. His skin
was still green, but a deeper green, more like a summer grass. His
limbs were long and gangly, as were his fingers, and while his body
may have been thin, it looked as hard as the stone around him.

Before him was a crudely carved statue. Even though
it was difficult to tell exactly what it was supposed to be, it did
kind of resemble a person.

He suddenly turned and looked at her, and his eyes
looked like two shimmering emerald stones. He held her in his gaze
for a few moments, before closing his eyes. When he opened them
again, they appeared a little more normal.

“Relative of yours?” Sandson asked.

Kile spun around and looked at him. “What do you
mean?” she asked a little too quickly.

“It’s just that you pulled that same trick, back in
the storage area,” he replied.

When she turned back, the cave’s owner was watching
her carefully. Thankfully, his eyes were still normal. He slowly
got to his feet and looked her over, and even went as far as to
smell her.

Sandson stepped forward. Clearly he wasn’t as
intimated by this one as he was by Taugh. “We… have… to… get… back…
to… the… surface.” He said, shouting each word and pointing to the
ceiling. “We… have… friends… up… there. They… need… our… help.”

“Do you have a speech problem?” the creature
asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you could speak the
King’s tongue.”

“And you thought yelling it slowly would solve that
little problem?”

“Well, no… it’s just that…”

“You have to forgive my friend.” Kile said, stepping
between them. “He suffers from a race case of stupidity,
sometimes.”

“I can believe that.” The creature replied. He
turned and, carefully picking up the crude statue, placed it upon
an altar of stone.

“I am Kile, Kile Veller.”

“I know who you are, Kile. I was told of your
coming. I am Sugorim, high priest of Cabargbu, speaker for
Zaheeg.”

And there was a mouthful.

“I wasn’t aware valrik served any gods.” Sandson
said.

Sugorim looked at the soldier and a shadow covered
the priest’s face. “I am no more a valrik, then you are a Dower,”
he spat.

Kile wasn’t sure what a Dower was, but Sugorim made
his point.

“Then, if you’re not a valrik, what are you?”
Sandson asked.

“I am Ogre,” he replied.

There it was, Kile thought, things just got a whole
lot more complicated.

“Ogre,” Sandson said, with a dismissive wave of his
hand. “There are no such things.”

Sugorim scowled. “And of course you would know,
vir,” he replied. It was clear by the way he spit out the word vir,
he had no use for them.

Sandson was about to respond, but Kile motioned for
him to remain silent. It wouldn’t do them any good to start a war
with the Ogre when they already had one with the valrik.

“Why did you save us?” she asked Sugorim.

The priest turned to look at her, but with none of
his previous hostility. He obviously didn’t regard her in the same
fashion, and she was afraid she knew why.

“Zaheeg commanded me to.” Sugorim said, as if the
answer should have been obvious. He approached the stature and
gently caressed it.

“Is that Zaheeg?” Kile asked.

“He watches over us from the other world. He speaks
to Cabargbu through me.”

“Cabargbu, that’s where we are, in Cabargbu?”

“Cabargbu, we are the last of the Ogre,” the priest
replied, hanging his head.

“So, Zaheeg told you to save us.”

“As he told you where to wait for us. You heard him,
did you not?” he asked.

It was true. She heard a voice, a voice she had not
heard before. Something loud and powerful enough to rattle her
skull, but was it the voice of a god? It was hard to say, she had
never spoken to a god before.

“I did hear… someone,” she admitted.

“Now, wait a minute, what does this… Zagee, this
god, have to do with us?” Sandson asked.

Sugorim turned toward Sandson. His hostility, even
more obvious. “Nothing,” he said. “Zaheeg does not waste his time
with vir.”

“Well, he wasted his time with us,” Sandson
replied.

“You-- he wants nothing with you. You were saved
only because you traveled with the Orceen.”

And there it was, Kile thought. She cringed at the
word. Orceen, kin to the Ogre.

“The what?” Sandson asked.

“Forget about it,” Kile replied. “It doesn’t
matter.”

“But you are Orceen.” The priest said, looking at
Kile in admiration. “You heard Zaheeg. You retrieved his most
sacred of artifacts.”

“What artifact?” she asked.

Clearly this was not going the way the priest had
hoped. His confused expression said she should have known all this.
He moved quickly to the other side of the room where he retrieved
the large rock they had taken from Eric’s storage room. He handled
it with such ease she wondered if it was the same one.

“You retrieved his most sacred of artifact.” Sugorim
said again as he carefully placed the rock on the ground in front
of her.

“This belongs to Zaheeg?” She asked.

“It is his most sacred of artifacts. It was stolen
by the vir and his Uhyre. You must return it to him.”

Sandson huffed, there was no hiding his impatience.
“We don’t have time for this,” he said.

Kile shot him a look, which told him to calm down.
It would not do to anger their host, but she had to agree with him.
They really didn’t have time to go running off returning lost
artifacts. “My friends may be in danger,” she explained. “We have
to find out what happened to them. I wouldn’t even know where to
start looking for Zaheeg to give him back his artifact.”

“Zaheeg will call to you, and you will go to him,”
The priest replied.

“It’s a simple delivery script, Kile.” Daniel
remarked.

In a way, he was right, it was a simple deliver. It
was all part of the job of being a Hunter. She could take the stone
and deliver it to Zaheeg when she got around to it. It wasn’t as if
he needed it right now. Was she really planning on delivering an
artifact to a god?

Kile reached down and picked up the rock. It was
heavier than she thought. The priest was a lot stronger than his
thin framed made him out to be.

“I will deliver this to Zaheeg,” she promised,
struggling under the weight.

Sandson quickly relieved her of the burden, and
although the priest didn’t like the vir touching the sacred
artifact, he made no attempt to stop him.

“Are we seriously thinking of doing this?” Sandson
asked.

“It’s the right thing to do.” Kile replied. “When
Zaheeg calls for it… I will deliver it,” she added. Hopefully, he
won’t be calling for it any time soon. She turned back to the
priest. “Can you tell us how to get back to the surface?”

“Yes, but not now. It is too dangerous. We must
wait,” he said, taking a seat on one of the grass mats beside the
fire. He directed her to take the other one.

Kile shrugged and sat down. It wasn’t as if they
were going to find their way to the surface without his help. “What
are we waiting for?” she asked as she tried to get comfortable.

“For Zaheeg to tell us when it is time,” Sugorim
replied.

That could take a while, she thought.

When Daniel started to sit down, Sugorim jumped to
his feet. “No, vir no longer needed. They must wait back at the
kali,” he shouted.

“Now hold on just a minute, if you think…”

“Sandson, please,” Kile said, stopping the soldier
before he made matters worse. “I’ll be fine. Just go.”

“I don’t like it,” Sandson grumbled, but followed
Daniel out of the cave.

When they were alone, Sugorim removed a water skin,
from its place on the wall, and filled two small clay bowls with a
clear liquid. He picked up one of the bowls with both hands and
presented it to her. He wouldn’t move until she took it from him,
and even waited until she sampled it. The liquid was cold and had a
sweet lemony taste. When he was sure she had taken a sip, he
retrieved the second bowl and sat across from her.

“Now we talk,” he said, taking a sip from his own
bowl. “Long has it been since the Orceen have been here.”

“I’m afraid I’m not too familiar with the Orceen, or
the Ogre, for that matter,” she confessed.

The priest didn’t seem at all surprised, and took
another long sip from his clay bowl before setting it aside.

“Long have the Ogre lived in these lands. Long
before the coming of the vir, long before the coming of the Uhyre,
long before it was destroyed by the Alva, but not before the
Orceen.”

“The Orceen were here before the Ogre?” she
asked.

“The Orceen were here before any of us. Long did
they nurture the lands, long did they tend to the wild. They were
one with nature. They led us out of our darkness, they taught us
about the light. They helped us build our cities, farm our lands,
and heal our sick. They taught our children, so our children would
know.”

“Know what?”

“Life, Kile. They opened our eyes and showed us the
world. They showed us how to live, not against the wild, but
with the wild. That was before the coming of the Alva. The
Orceen taught them, and showed them the world, taught them how to
live, but they wanted more. Always they wanted more. The Alva tried
to drive us from our cities, from our world, but we fought back. We
reclaimed what was ours. Then the vir came, and they joined the
Alva, and soon we lost all that we loved. The Orceen tried to help
us, but they did not believe in war, they did not believe in
violence, and soon they were defeated. We were driving from our
cities, from the light, back into the darkness, and here we sit,
waiting for the day we can reclaim our cities, our world.”

Kile sat in silence, letting the words sink in. It
wasn’t quite the history she learned. The Academy went out of their
way to teach them about the Mudd Wars, and the role the Hunters
played, but nowhere did they say anything about the Ogre, defending
their way of life. The way Master Voreing taught it, it was the
Ogre who were the invaders. They stole the land from the Alva, and
only with the aid of the Aruvians, the vir, did the Alva reclaim
what was theirs. Was it possible, Kile wondered, that the Alva
deceived the Aruvians, and led them to believe the Ogres were the
aggressors. It was naive to think so, but the alternative was that
the Aruvians knew what they were doing all along. And what of the
Orceen? What really happened to them? If what Sugorim said was
true, then the Orceen were the real victims in all this. They only
tried to bring peace and understanding to the world, and in return,
they got annihilated, and history paints a pretty bleak picture of
them.

But, they weren’t all annihilated. They couldn’t
have been. The Toreen, out of Balaa, claimed to have traveled with
the Orceen, which meant the Orceen were everywhere at one time.
Could she really be Orceen? It would explain her connection with
nature. Now that she heard Sugorim’s story, the notion that she
possessed Orceen blood, was not as shameful as it once was. In
fact, it was the one thing which made sense in her life. Although,
how it came to be, she had no idea.

“What happened to the Orceen, Sugorim? Who were
they?” she asked.

“None know, not now, not today, not yesterday. The
Orceen were here before we were, and now they are gone, or almost
gone. You are Orceen. Their blood runs in you.”

“I’ve been told that before,” Kile replied. “I
didn’t believe it.”

“There is nothing to believe. Do you believe the sky
is up and the ground is down? It does not matter if you do or not.
It is truth, just like you are Orceen. Zaheeg speak to you, only to
the Orceen can he speak.”

“But he speaks to you.”

The old priest shook his head. “I wish he could, but
only small bits of his wisdom, am I granted.”

Kile took another sip from her bowl and set it
aside. “I’m afraid we really have to leave, Sugorim,” she said,
getting to her feet. “I wish I could stay longer and learn more
about the Orceen, but my friends may be in danger. I can’t wait for
Zaheeg to call me.”

“I understand,” the old priest replied. He slowly
got to his feet. “Yes, you should go. Zaheeg will call to you, when
the time is right, but before you go, will you grant me one
wish?”

“Anything, if I can.”

“Promise me, you will return one day. Return to
Cabargbu, to the Ogre and speak with us once more.”

Kile smiled. “You have my word on it,” she
replied.

“Then I will have Taugh show you and your friends
the way to the surface.”

 


Sugorim was true to his word.

Not only did he send Taugh to show them the way out
of Cabargbu, but he sent two more Ogre to protect Kile while she
remained in the wastelands. Their names were Margog and Ertgoth.
They were just as big and just as broad as Taugh, and she felt very
small next to them. Ertgoth looked a lot like Taugh, only older and
in a darker shade of green. He also had a nasty scar across his
left cheek, and swirls of white hair, which he kept tied in a long
tail that hung down his back. When he spoke, which was seldom, it
was in the same harsh language which Taugh used to scold Sandson.
Margog, on the other hand, was much younger. His skin was shaded
more like stone rather than grass, and he sported a long thin black
beard which was braided into three strands. It reminded her of
Master Folkstaff’s. He seemed more sociable and spoke at length
with Kile.

In spite of the language barrier, Kile did learn a
few things about the Ogre from Margog, and some of it changed her
ideas about what was myth and what was fact. For starters, Taugh,
Ertgoth and Margog were all orc, while Sugorim was a goblin, which
explained the difference in size. She also learned they were
unrelated to the Uhyre and had no idea where the Uhyre came from.
The Ogre lived in the stone city for many generations, but they
didn’t build it. They were led there by the Orceen, when they first
came to this land, or at least, that’s what the tale-talkers told
Margog when he was young. There is no evidence the Orceen built the
city either, so its origin remained a mystery.

After navigating a network of tunnels, they finally
reached the surface. There was no way she, or any of them, would
have been able to find their own way out without the Ogre’s
help.

Once outside, they had a better idea of where they
were and how far they traveled. The sun was already setting, but
how much time they lost underground was anyone’s guess. They wound
up west of the stone city. Farther west than the openings of the
aqueduct, so finding their way back to Alex, and the horses, was
simple. Hopefully, they would meet up with Tullner and the others,
that is, if they managed to get out of the city.

It was Lore who spotted them first. The old dog was
waiting for them on the rise and watching for their approach. He
came down to greet them, but would not get too close.

“What is it, Lore, what’s the matter?” Kile asked
him, when he kept his distance.

-Don’t like the smell.-

Lore replied.

She knew it wasn’t a hygiene issue and looked to her
new companions. The Ogre may, in some ways, look like the Uhyre,
but they certainly didn’t smell like them. Still, Lore wouldn’t
approach.

He’ll have to get used to them, Kile thought as she
waved the others on.

“Is there a problem?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t think the dogs like the Ogres much.” she
whispered.

“Well, you have to admit, they are rather
intimidating.”

“Without their help, we’d probably be dead by
now.”

“Sandson and I would be dead. They wanted you alive,
for some reason.” Daniel reminded her.

It was true. She had forgotten what Eric said.
Ravenshadow wanted her alive. Was that why he captured her last
year? Was it more than just trying to pin a few crimes on her? She
originally thought it was to discredit Master Latherby, but now,
she wasn’t so sure.

When they finally reached the valley, where they had
set up camp, they found it completely empty. There was no trace of
man or horse.

“Where did they go?” Sandson asked, running
ahead.

Kile grinned. “Actually, they’re still here,” she
replied. She looked over at Daniel, and wasn’t surprised to see him
smiling. He knew what was going on, even if he couldn’t rely on his
eyes.

Walking past a confused Sandson, she approached one
of the rocks.

“Okay Alex, you can drop it now,” she told it.

“Aw, come on, how did you know?” the rock asked.

“Let’s just say, illusions don’t work on everyone,”
she replied.

The rock shimmered and faded from existence, like a
rippling reflection on the water. Alex stared up at her.

“Can you really see through my illusions?” he
asked.

“I can make out the shapes behind them,” she
confessed.

It was true. Although the illusion was complete, and
appeared solid enough, she could make out the faint silhouettes
behind them, like long forgotten ghosts. She looked around as the
rest of the camp came into focus. The horses were still in the
makeshift paddock, the tents were still erected, and Anurr and
Browne were playing a game of chance beside the cooking fire.

“I told you it wouldn’t fool the Commander,” Anurr
said, laying down one of his cards. It must have been a good play
since Browne cursed and tossed his hand as Anurr. The cards
scattered everywhere.

“Hardly your commander anymore,” Kile replied.

“Once a member of Perha Squad, always a member,”
Anurr added, retrieving the cards.

Browne took one look at the three Ogres, grabbed his
sword and shouted “brunrik.”

Kile quickly jumped in front of him before he could
cause any trouble.

“They’re not brunrik,” she told him. “They’re
Ogre.”

“And there’s a difference?” he asked.

“They helped us escape the stone city. They’re on
our side.”

Browne reluctantly lowered his sword, but she could
tell he wasn’t convinced. They had spent the last year fighting the
Uhyre, now it was like she wanted him to trust them.

“Where are the others?” Browne asked.

“They haven’t returned?”

“No, we haven’t seen anyone since last night.”

“We split up in the city. I was hoping they found
their own way out.”

“Do you think they’ve been captured?” Alex
asked.

“With Carter’s Edge, I don’t see how,” Daniel
replied. “Maybe they’re trapped in one of the buildings. It’s
possible they’re waiting for nightfall to sneak out. They might
even try to get back to the aqueduct.”

“It’s possible,” Kile replied, but she didn’t really
believe it. Daniel was right about one thing-- with Carter’s Edge,
he could easily elude capture. But even he wouldn’t leave the
others behind. Marcus, on the other hand, could talk his way out of
anything. With his Edge, he could persuade the valrik to look the
other way, that is, if his Edge worked on valrik. But it was
Tullner she was concerned for. He may have taken over as Sergeant
of Perha Squad, but he wasn’t a seasoned soldier, even if he tries
to act the part.

Closing her eyes, she fell into her edge and reached
out to Bakara. The old raven wasn’t far away. Within moments, a
small flock of the black birds descended on the camp.

Bakara landed on the rock beside her and fluffed out
his wings.

-What need do you have of me?-

“Tullner, Marcus and Carter are missing. I need you
to find them,” she explained. “They may be in the city, or they may
have been captured, we have to know.”

-We will find them for you.-

The old raven said as he spread out his wings and
took flight. The rest of his kin silently followed. Now it was only
a matter of waiting for their return.

Sandson stood beside her and watched as the last of
the birds disappeared into the evening sky. “They’ll be fine,” he
said, trying to reassure her, but she knew he was just as
worried.

“So, what now?” Browne asked. “Did you find the
secret weapon, or whatever it was?”

“It’s definitely a whatever.” Sandson remarked.

“What was it?” he asked.

Sandson shrugged. “It was a rock,” he replied “An
ordinary rock, although, if you ask the Ogre, they say it’s a
sacred artifact to some Zebo god thing.”

“Zaheeg,” Kile corrected him.

“Whatever.” Sandson replied before disappearing into
the tent.

Kile wasn’t really surprised by Sandson’s lack of
respect for the Ogre and their culture. He couldn’t see past their
resemblance to the Uhyre, who had caused so much trouble over the
past year. She wondered how far his prejudice extended. Was it just
the Ogre and the Uhyre he distrusted, or was it anyone who wasn’t a
vir. The sad part is, he wasn’t alone in his opinion, Browne and
Anurr seemed to share his dislike of their new companions. Even
Daniel, who she always considered to be open-minded, viewed the
Ogre with suspicion.

It wasn’t even the Ogre’s fault. They had nothing to
do with the war, or with Ravenshadow. They were the last of a dying
race, which was no longer wanted in the world. In many ways, she
could relate to them.

She turned to where Taugh and his companions stood,
on the very edge of the campsite. They didn’t dare come any closer
since they knew they weren’t welcome. Lore had made certain of
that. The Ogre weren’t fond of the vir, any more than the vir were
fond of them. Of course, it didn’t help with Alex bombarding them
with question about their race and the culture. She could always
rely on Alex to make anyone feel comfortable, or was that
uncomfortable? He just didn’t care who, or what, you were, as long
as you had a story to tell.

“Alex, you’re going to wear them out with all your
questions.” She said, approaching the Hunter from behind.

“Yeah, but Kile, they’re Ogre. Nobody has seen Ogre
since, well, not since the Mudd Wars, I guess.”

Ertgoth made a sound under his breath which Kile
read as a kind of warning, that the subject of the Mudd Wars should
not be brought up again.

“We’ve traveled far, Alex. I’m sure Taugh and the
others would like something to eat and a place to rest before you
start in on them again.”

Alex wasn’t actually bothering all of them, he was
only bothering Margog, who seemed delighted in sitting with Alex
and telling him every little detail of the Ogre and Cabargbu. Taugh
was watching the small Hunter closely. Anyone who would confront
three Ogre warriors without fear was something of a curiosity. As
for Ertgoth, he just made sour faces in the background.

“Alex, why don’t you show them where they can rest
up,” Kile told him.

“Sure thing,” Alex said, jumping to his feet. “Come
on.”

He grabbed Margog’s hand and the Ogre had no choice
but to follow.

Maybe there was hope for the races yet, Kile
thought.

“Are you sure… okay?” Taugh asked. He was watching
Lore as the dog slowly paced back and forth in front of them.

Lore made no attempt to stop Margog, and he and Alex
walked right past the dog. Lore didn’t even turn to acknowledge
him, he never took his eyes off Taugh.

“What is it, Lore?” she finally asked.

-The smell is wrong.-

He replied, and Kile got the feeling it wasn’t the
Ogre, Lore had a problem with.

“Taugh, are you still carrying the sacred
artifact?”

The Ogre reached into the sack, which hung at his
side, and with one hand, pulled out the stone. Lore backed
away.

So, she wasn’t alone. She also felt there was
something off about this stone. Could animals determine evil by
smell? She couldn’t, or maybe she could, but she didn’t know what
evil smelled like. She smelled death before she knew what death
smelled like. It took the dogs of Moran to explain it to her.

“What doesn’t smell right?” she asked Lore.

-Don’t know. I’ve never smelled that smell before.
It’s not right.-

The old dog replied.

“Well, I’m afraid we’re stuck with it for now,” she
explained, and motioned for Taugh to put the stone away. “We’ll
deal with this later, right now. We have to think about the
others.”

-Yes, Nora and I will keep watch for them.-

Lore replied. He gave Taugh one last suspicious look
before heading back up to the rise.

“Well, now that we’ve got that settled,” She said,
waving for Taugh and Ertgoth to follow her. She spotted Alex and
Margog on the far side of the campsite, sitting beside the paddock.
They appeared to be deep in discussion, and she was sure Alex was
composing another one of his stories for the pub crawlers, when
they get back home. He was creating some intricate illusions of
Cabargbu, based entirely on Margog’s descriptions. From the looks
of it, he had already achieved a fairly accurate version of the
underground city. Kile walked toward them, but as they got closer
to the paddock, the horses started straining at their leads, trying
to break free, and raising a lot of noise.

“Keep those things back.” Sandson shouted, pointing
at the Ogre. He had come running out the tent when he heard the
horses. Daniel and Anurr were close behind him.

“What’s going on here?” Daniel asked.

“Those… Ogre, are spooking the horses.” Sandson
replied. “I knew it was a bad idea having them along.” He said,
trying to calm down Fiv.

Daniel reached out to Miliea, but she pulled away
from him.

“Kile, maybe he’s right.” Daniel said, glancing over
at Taugh, “you should probably tell them to stand back.”

Kile looked at Taugh and Ertgoth who seemed just as
confused and as worried about the horse behavior as the rest of
them, then she glanced over to where Margog and Alex were sitting.
Margog was a lot closer to the horses than either of the other two
Ogres, and like Lore, they showed little concern for him.

Why was the stone causing this much problem, she
wondered. The only one not affected by it was Grim, who stood off
to one side watching everything with quiet amusement.

“It’s the stone, Taugh,” she said, pointing to the
sack. “Take it away, down to the tents.”

Taugh quickly moved back, away from the paddock. The
farther he was from the horses, the calmer they became. Ertgoth
didn’t move, and the horses didn’t seem to care about his
proximity, which only proved what she already knew.

“Leave the stone there and come back,” she told
Taugh, when he was far enough away. The Ogre hesitated, he was
reluctant to set the sacred stone of Zaheeg down and just walk away
from it, leaving it unprotected, but he did. As he came back up the
hill and stood beside Ertgoth, the horses remained calm.

Sandson was still suspicious, but even he couldn’t
deny the effects of the stone.

“Just keep that damn rock away from the horses.” He
said and abruptly turned around and headed back to the tents.

“What was all that about?” Daniel asked. He saw
Miliea calm down as the rock was moved away from her. “What the
hell is that thing? Why did it spook all the horses?”

“Not all of them,” Kile replied, looking at Grim.
When she approached the mountain pony, she had the feeling he was
laughing.

“Okay, out with it. What’s going on?” she asked.

-That was one stupid thing to do, child,-

Grim replied.

-I thought you were a little smarter than that.-

“What are you talking about?”

-Bringing that thing here. What did you expect was
going to happen?-

“What, the rock? You know what that rock is.”

-You don’t?-

“Well… no.”

-Wow, I thought you were a little more in tune with
the natural world. I guess maybe I was mistaken.-

“Out with it. If you know what’s going on, tell
me.”

-I don’t know. It might be more interesting to see
how this all plays out.-

“I’m afraid you’re caught up in this as much as we
are. If something happens to us, what's going to happen to
you?”

-Mountain ponies are survivors.-

Grim replied, and if horses could shrug, she was
sure he would.

Kile turned around and started back for the camp.
“You have no idea what that rock is,” she said casually.

-Oh, I see. And this is where I say, ‘Oh, I so know
what that rock is’, and let it slip out. Isn’t that how this little
scenario plays out?-

Was she that desperate she was resorting to playing
mind trick on the pony?

“Okay, so you know. Why won’t you tell me?” She
asked.

-I didn’t say I wouldn’t, I only said it might be
more fun if I didn’t. The fact is, I’ve grown fond of having you
around, child. I must have, if I came all the way out here into the
wastelands.-

“Well, that’s good,” she replied, “because I’ve
grown fond of having you around too.”

-Oh, stop with the sappy stuff, please.-

Grim begged.

“Only if you tell me what you know. Is the rock
magic? Has it been enchanted or something?”

-For starters, it’s not a rock.-

“Then what is it.”

-It’s an egg.-

“An egg? It can’t be.”

-Fine, it’s not an egg. You figure out what it is
then.-

“It really is an egg?”

-That’s what I said.-

“What lays an egg like that?”

Grim snorted.

-What else. A dragon.-

And suddenly the missing piece fell into place. Kile
slowly turned and looked at the mountains. It wasn’t just any old
dragon, it was the drake of the flatlands, the last of the class A
open scripts.

Eric’s unnatural interest in dragon lore, back at
the Academy, his thief of the artifact associated with the two
Hunters who were known to have interacted with dragons, it all made
sense now. The two stones he tried to steal the night the great
hall burned down. They had once belonged to Jamuson Flint, the only
Hunter, who supposedly tamed a dragon. Was that what those stones
were, a means of taming a dragon? Was that what they were planning
all along, to find and tame the drake of the flatlands? Was that
their secret weapon? They were planning on releasing the dragon to
wreak havoc on the Kingdom of Aru.

If it was true, she had unwittingly postponed a
disaster by preventing Eric from getting his hands on both the
stones. Was that why they captured her, was that why they wanted
her alive, so she could tell them where the other stone was? The
problem was, she didn’t know. She had given it to Master Latherby,
and that was the last she saw of it.

-Now you see why it’s going to get interesting.-

The mountain pony laughed.

Kile left Grim and headed back to the camp, but more
importantly, back to the egg. She had to know if Grim was right,
she had to know for certain, if what she feared was true.

Daniel ran to catch up to her. “What’s going on?
What’d he say?” he asked.

“That we may be in more trouble than we originally
thought,” she replied.

“Why, what happened?”

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” she said when she
reached the place Taugh left the sack. She pulled out the stone and
gave it a closer inspection, but it still looked just like a stone.
Could it actually be an egg, she wondered? They had studied dragons
back at the Academy, although, not in great detail, but she knew
they laid eggs. She had always pictured them as looking like large
chicken eggs, not round stones. Sitting down with the stone in her
lap, she closed her eyes and fell into her Edge. She reached out
with her consciousness and made a connection with the stone. There
was something in there, and it was ancient.

When she opened her eyes, the first thing she saw
was Daniel, staring at her. She carefully set the stone on the
ground.

“So, what is it?” he asked.

“Go get Sandson,” she told him.

Daniel quickly got up and ran back to the tent. Kile
left the egg where it lay and put a little distance between her and
the camp. She didn’t want everyone to know they were the custodians
of a dragon’s egg, especially not the Ogre.

“What is it now?” Sandson asked when he finally
reached her.

She motioned for him to keep his voice down.

“I don’t want the others to hear, not just yet.” She
told him.

“Kile, what’s going on?” Daniel asked. She could
tell he was getting impatient.

“The sacred artifact isn’t just a rock.” She
explained.

“I know, I know, it’s a part of their rich, diverse,
culture.” Sandson replied in a mocking tone. “I’ll try to be more
respectful in the future.”

“I’m afraid it’s a little more than that. It’s not
just a rock, it’s an egg.”

“What are you saying?” Daniel asked.

“That sacred artifact is a dragon’s egg,” she
replied.

Wasn’t that clear enough for him?

Sandson turned and looked at the rock. “Are you
sure?” he asked.

“Yes, I am now. There is something very old sleeping
in that rock,” she replied.

“Do you think Eric knew what he had?” Daniel
asked.

“I’m almost sure he did. I think that’s why they’re
out here. You remember how interested he was in dragon lore back at
the Academy? I think they’re looking for a way to control the drake
of the flatlands.”

Sandson let out a long slow whistle and turned to
where Taugh and Ertgoth were sitting. “So, the Ogres worship
dragons,” he said in disbelief.

“No, I don’t think so,” Kile replied. “I don’t think
they even know it’s a dragon’s egg. To them, it’s just an artifact
of Zaheeg. You saw the crude statue in Sugorim’s cave. That's what
they believe their god looks like.”

“How can we be sure of any of this?” Sandson asked.
“Let’s say this is a dragon’s egg. It doesn’t mean there’s a dragon
in those caves.”

“Yes, it does.” Daniel replied.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because, it spoke to Kile,” he added.

The two of them looked at her.

“I… didn’t consider that,” she replied.

A whistle from the camp caught their attention.
Anurr was pointing to the sky. At first, Kile thought she would see
a dragon flying in to claim his egg, but instead they saw about a
dozen black spots on the horizon, and they were getting closer.
Bakara, and the ravens, had returned. Running back to the campsite,
they stopped and waited until Bakara landed. The old raven was
preening his feathers when Kile approached him. The others stayed
back and watched.

“What did you learn?” she asked.

-Your friends have been captured.-

He replied.

“Show me.”

She closed her eyes and let the raven take her on a
flight over the wastelands and through the cannon. Flying low over
the stone city she headed toward the foot of the mountains. It was
there she spotted the mouth of a large cave, where the valrik had
gathered. Tullner, Carter and Marcus were on their knees with their
hand bound behind their backs, two brunrik watched over them. Eric
stood off to one side, and didn’t appear to be in a very good mood
as he paced back and forth, kicking at the ground. Kile landed on
the branch of a dead tree and waited. She was too far away to hear
what Eric was complaining about, but she did hear her name
mentioned a few times, and it wasn’t very flattering.

“Calm yourself,” Ravenshadow said as he emerged from
the darkness of the cave, his black robes dragging the shadows out
with him.

“I had her, sire. I had her,” Eric shouted.

“Yes, and you lost her,” he replied, but there was
no anger in his voice. It was almost as if he expected his servant
to fail.

“Give me the Valgar and I will find her for you,”
Eric pleaded.

“There is no need for that. She will be here soon
enough.”

“Why would she come here?”

“Unlike you, she is honorable. She will not abandon
her friends.”

“So, we set another trap for her?” Eric asked.

“Why, so you can fail again. Besides, it would be
pointless.”

“How so?”

Ravenshadow turned and pointed directly at her. Or
was it Bakara he was pointing at? “Because, she has been watching
us,” he said in an exasperated tone. “Isn’t that right, Miss
Veller? If you wish to see your friends again, you will bring the
stone here, and come alone. I assure you. No harm will come to you,
or to them, if you comply.”

-Trust not the raven-

When Kile opened her eyes, she saw the other
watching her carefully. It always took her a while to come down to
earth. Flying had that effect on her.

Sandson was the first to step forward. “So, what
happen? Did they find the others?” he asked.

“Ravenshadow has them. They’re at the foot of the
mountain, near a large cave entrance. They want me to bring the
stone to them, and they want me to come alone.”

“Wait, how did you figure this out?” he asked.

“Ravenshadow spotted Bakara and gave him the
message.”

“Well, you’re not going, are you?” Daniel asked.

“Of course I am. It may be the only chance we have
of reaching them.”

“I don’t know.” Anurr replied. “It sounds a little
dicey.”

“That’s for sure.” Sandson added. “Maybe…”

But before Sandson could say anything more, Kile
stopped him. She turned to the ravens, who were listening to
everything that was being said.

“I need you and your kin to scout the area. Keep an
eye on anything that moves. Meet me at the mouth of the cave.”

-As you wish.-

Bakara replied, and quickly took to the air. The
rest of the ravens followed, and Kile said nothing until she was
sure they were far enough away.

“So, when are we going?” Daniel asked.

“We’re not, I am.” Kile replied.

He stepped forward to stand beside Sandson. “You
can’t be serious. You can’t go alone. It has to be at trap.”

She slowly looked at him. “Of course it’s a trap,”
she replied. “That’s why I won’t be going alone.”
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Kile rode Grim through the streets of the stone
city, they appeared deserted. Although the valrik had cleared a
path for her, she couldn’t help but feel she was being watched.
There were a lot of building and a lot of windows in which to spy
on unwary travelers. She clutched the sack tighter, pulling it to
her chest.

-Having second thoughts, are we?-

Grim asked.

“You did say you wanted to see how this all turned
out,” she replied.

-I didn’t think I was going to get a front row
seat.-

“Don’t worry. It’s a foolproof plan.”

-Oh, well, that’s good. All we have are fools.-

“This plan was conceived by top military minds.”

-Are these the same military minds who tried to drop
an outpost on us?-

“The very same.”

-Someone is near.-

Vesper said from his place on top of Grim’s
head.

Kile quickly looked around, and although she
couldn’t see anyone, a quick sniff of the air told her she wasn’t
alone. There was the unmistakable smell of burnt toast and
garlic.

When they turned down the main street and passed
under a half fallen arch, the mouth of the cave came into view. It
was much larger than she had anticipated, but estimating size was
difficult while seeing the world through bird eyes.

“You were supposed to come alone.”

Kile turned to see Eric leaning against one of the
crumbling walls. He pushed himself away and approached her. She
could almost feel the heat emanating from him as he got nearer.

“I did come alone,” she told him.

“Then who were you talking to?”

“My horse.”

“Oh, is that what you call it.”

Grim slowly turned and looked at him. She could tell
he desperately wanted to stomp the vir’s head into the ground.
Fortunately, he restrained himself.

“Where’s Ravenshadow?” she asked.

“He’s waiting.” Eric replied. “Give me the stone and
I’ll take you to him.”

“Right, like I’d just hand it over.”

“I could just take it from you.” he said, and held
up one hand which burst into flame. He was getting really good at
that, she thought.

“You could try, but I don’t think your master would
appreciate it. He wants me alive and unharmed, if I’m not
mistaken.”

Eric flinched at the word master. Kile grinned.
Being the servant of Ravenshadow wasn’t part of Eric’s master plan
after all. It was more than he bargained for and less than he
wanted. He extinguished his hand and dropped it to his side.

“Follow me,” he said in defeat as he started to walk
toward the cave entrance.

“You know, you don’t have to do this,” she told him
as she rode alongside him.

“What else is there for me now? Should I go back and
become a Hunter. I’m sure the Guild will take me back, no questions
asked. Or maybe take up my father’s throne. Do you think the people
of Callor will welcome me with open arms?”

“Probably not, but then what did you expect? You
stole from the Guild. You tried to destroy the Academy. You sent
the Uhyre into your own homeland. Did you really think it would go
unnoticed?”

“I did what I had to do, I didn’t have a
choice.”

“You know, the strange thing is, I believe you.”

Eric stopped and looked at her. It was difficult to
read the expression on his face, but she would almost say, it was a
look of regret. Did Eric really want to be a Hunter after all? Did
he ever have a choice? She had the strange feeling this was all
planned out years ago, maybe before any of them were even born. Did
any of them really have a choice, or were they just being moved
into positions, like pieces on a game board. Everything was based
on an unseen hand rolling the dice.

When they finally reached the mouth of the cave,
they stopped. Vesper took his place on Kile’s shoulder as she
dismounted. Holding the sack tightly in both hands, she followed
Eric into the darkness.

It was, by all accounts, a cave. Although, there
appeared to have been recent excavation work done. Cartloads of
stone were waiting disposal and digging tools were carelessly
scattered about. The only thing missing were the miners, but then,
why would they need miners if they already found what they were
looking for. As she followed Eric deeper into the cave, she kept
looking at the wooden supports. They were fastened together with a
craftsmanship that went far beyond what the valrik could
provide.

When they reached a bisecting tunnel, Eric turned
right, which led them to a staging area. It was a fairly large
cavern with cots, tables and chairs, enough for probably thirty or
forty miners. They wouldn’t have been living comfortably, but they
would have been able to survive. Now the place was empty, save for
a handful of valrik and the shadowy form of Ravenshadow as he moved
between the tables.

He turned when she entered and the first thing she
noticed was Bakara, sitting upon his shoulder.

The sack she carried, gasped.

“Ah, Miss Veller, you honor me with your presences,”
Ravenshadow said in a whisper, which was still quite loud in the
empty chamber.

“I doubt that,” she replied, setting the sack down
against the wall. “How about we finish this little transaction as
quickly as possible?”

“Why the rush?” he asked. “Sit and share a drink, I
seldom have anybody intelligent to talk to these days.” he said,
directing her to an empty chair on the opposite side of the
table.

His long black robes covered every inch of his body.
She could see nothing of his face, only his two white hands were
visible and appeared to be floating in an inky shadow.

“I don’t’ think so,” she replied.

Ravenshadow shrugged. “Fair enough,” he said. “I
assume you brought the stone.”

“I have it,” she replied and reached into the sack.
When she turned around, she held the stone up for him to see.

“Wonderful, and by now, you figured out what it
is.”

“I have.”

“I had no doubt.” Ravenshadow replied. He turned and
motioned for Eric to fetch the stone, but Kile stopped him.

“Not so fast,” she said, holding the stone away from
him.

“I thought you were in a hurry.” Ravenshadow
replied.

“I am, but I want to see my friends first.”

“Oh, I assure you, they are quite safe.”

“That’s not good enough,” she said. “I want to see
them for myself.”

“And you will, but first, you have to do something
for me.”

“That’s wasn’t part of the deal.”

“Deals change, but don’t worry. It’s a minor thing
really, for someone with your talent. Do this for me, and you and
your friends are free to go wherever it is you wish to go.”

“Is that what you told the people of
Coopervill?”

“Coopervill?”

“Yes, the mining town in Denal. The one you
destroyed, all because of what? You needed miners. You needed real
miners to find you this,” she said, holding the stone up. “That’s
why you invaded Coopervill?”

“I told you she’s a slick one.” Marcus said as he
stepped into the cavern behind her.

Kile turned and faced him. She wasn’t surprised, but
she was disappointed. “I was wondering when you would show up,” she
said

“What gave me away?” he asked.

“Little things,” she replied. “I didn’t want to
believe it at first, not a Hunter, but it was the only thing that
made sense. You were the one who led me here, not directly, mind
you. That would have been too easy. It was you who told Alex about
Carter’s disappearance, knowing he would tell me, and that I would
want to go find him. You weren’t nearly as difficult to persuade to
join us as you should have been, and when we weren’t given the
go-ahead by Command, you had the perfect opportunity to drop out.
But you didn’t, not then. But it was when you actually volunteered
to enter the city and steal the stone, that I had my suspicions. As
I said, just little things which were out of character. How long
have you been Ravenshadow’s lackey?”

“Lackey?” Marcus exclaimed in mock offense. “I never
considered myself a lackey. I’m just an average Hunter, doing my
job. After my failed attempt to find the Beast of Spine Mountain, I
came into the wastelands seeking the drake. The last class A open
script. That’s when I stumbled upon Ravenshadow’s little
expedition. I have to admit, I was a bit startled at first. But
when he told me he had a job for me, an open script which would pay
more than the drake, I had to listen to his offer.”

“And betray everything the Hunters stand for?”

Marcus laughed. “You just don’t get it. I fear you
are laboring under the false assumption that what I am doing is out
of line with the Guild’s way of thinking. But you are mistaken. You
know as well as I, Hunters don’t get involved in the politics of
war.”

“Between towns, between provinces, but this is
different,” Kile replied.

“Not really. I am only doing what any Hunter should
do, and that is, keep my noise out of it and do the job at hand.
That is all that is expected of us. This is just another job,
another script, another bounty.”

“Another script? Me?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Ravenshadow wanted you here, so I
delivered you,” he said, stepping past her into the chamber. He
picked up one of the pewter steins from off the table, swirled the
contents around and gave it a sniff before drinking it. “I must
admit, when you got yourself assigned to Perha Squad, and then got
caught up in that outpost, I was afraid I might have lost my
script, and my bounty. But you proved to be very resilient.”

“Sorry I didn’t make it easier for you,” she
replied.

“You don’t know the half of,” He laughed. “They came
to me first, you know, Folkstaff and Barshed. When I heard they
were planning on sending a recon into Denal to scope out
Coopervill, I knew I had to do something. I persuaded them to look
somewhere else, as you already know. But what you didn’t know was
that I paid a little visit to old Sergeant Wargner that same day.
You see, the one thing I discovered about my power, my Edge, is
that it’s changing, it’s getting stronger. I was able to plant a
suggestion into that thick skull of his. I convinced him of his
military superiority, and that no valrik could stand in his way.
All he had to do was retake Coopervill and he could win the war.
When he left camp and headed into the Denal province, he believed
the Uhyre would flee before him. I never dreamed it would work so
well. To think, the idiot would attack an entire garrison with only
a handful of soldiers.” he laughed. “What a fool! And you know
what’s even funnier? He didn’t need that much convincing.”

“You sent those men to their deaths.”

Marcus shrugged and drained the contents of the
stein, before setting it back on the table. “It’s war, Kile.
They’re soldiers. Die today, die tomorrow, it doesn’t matter. They
would have died eventually. The problem was, I never thought they
would send you with them. You were only a Level Five. You weren’t
qualified to be a scout for the military. If anything, I figured
they would send Steele.”

“I thought Steele was your friend.”

“Friend? Hunters don’t have friends. They are
independent. They are alone. Sure, Steele had his uses, and
besides, with his Edge, he could have probably gotten out before
the fighting started.”

“Enough of this,” Ravenshadow shouted. “If she will
not help us willingly, then use that gift of yours and persuade
her.”

“Oh, I can’t do that.” Marcus said with a grin. “It
doesn’t work on her.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying, it doesn’t work on her, she immune, for
some reason.”

Ravenshadow was furious, although, without being
able to see his face, it was difficult to tell. He rose from his
seat and almost appeared to float across the room to stand in front
of Marcus.

“I said persuade her,” he hissed.

“I said, it’s impossible,” Marcus replied.

Ravenshadow looked at Kile. “I should have known.
She is more animal than vir. I guess we’ll have to find another way
to… persuade her.”

“That’s your problem. Hunters don’t harm Hunters, so
you’re on your own.”

“I see. Very well then. Perhaps her friends could be
of assistance.” He said as he slowly turned to face her, and that
was what she was waiting for.

“Thank you, I guess I don’t need this anymore,” She
said, throwing the stone high into the air. Ravenshadow lunged for
it, as did three of the valrik, but as his fingers touched the
stone, it disappeared. The sack, beside the wall, shimmered out of
existence and Alex jumped to his feet. Kile grabbed his hand and
pulled him out of the chamber and back into the network of caves.
The commotion behind them was short lived, she had hoped for more
of a distraction.

“Did you get the information?” Alex asked.

“I know where they are.” She told him as she pulled
him along behind her. When she reached the intersecting tunnels,
she turned right.

“We’re going the wrong way.” Alex shouted. “The
exit’s the other way.”

“I know. Sandson will have to handle the rescue by
himself. We have to be somewhere else.”

It didn’t take long before Eric and the valrik were
on her trail. Kile turned down one of the smaller tunnels and Alex
used his Edge to create an illusion of the cave wall to hide
behind. They held their breaths and waited until Eric passed. When
she was sure he was far enough away, she removed Vesper from her
shoulder, or at least it was Vesper a moment ago, now it was
Rowd.

Ravenshadow’s link to Bakara was even greater than
he understood. The moment he thought about the prisoners, Bakara
knew their location, and the moment Bakara knew, Kile knew. All she
had to do now, was relay that information to Rowd, that and get out
of the mines alive.

“Find Sandson, find the others,” she told the fox,
and sent him on his way.

“Then who are we looking for?” Alex asked.

“Zaheeg,” she replied.

 


“How long are we going to wait?” Browne asked. He
was growing impatient as he paced back and forth nervously, only
pausing long enough to stare down at the stone city, and even then
he kept tapping his foot.

Anurr looked up from the long bow he was waxing.
“Sit down, you are making me nervous,” he told him.

Sandson sighed. “We wait until we receive Kile’s
signal,” he said. It felt as if he was repeating himself every ten
minutes, but he had to admit, he was getting a bit anxious. The
whole plan hinged on so many small factors out of his control.

“How do we know she hasn’t been captured as well?”
Browne asked. “I don’t like this plan. I said it from the
start.”

“Duly noted,” Sandson replied. “But, while neither
Kile nor Tullner are here, I am, unfortunately, in command, and I
say, we wait.”

“Just give them a few more minutes.” Daniel said as
he climbed up the hill toward them. He was carrying freshly filled
water skins which he handed to the soldiers. He had spent all
afternoon purifying the water with his Edge. It might have made the
water bitter, but it was now safe to drink. “I know Kile, and while
her plans may seem… well… just give them a few more minutes.”

“I don’t like waiting.” Browne remarked and took a
mouthful of water.

“Nobody would have guessed,” Anurr replied.

Sandson just shook his head. “Are the Ogre on board?
Did Margog get off alright” he asked Daniel when the healer took a
seat beside him on the rock.

“As far as I know,” Daniel replied. “Margog should
be back in his village with the egg by now, if he followed the same
path we did. As for the others, they seem as eager to get back at
the valrik as we are.”

“Well, that’s something.” Sandson remarked. He still
didn’t completely trust the Ogre. “What about the dogs? Do they
know what they’re supposed to do?” he asked.

Daniel shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“Man, I wish Kile was here.”

Anurr quickly got to his feet. “Hey, isn’t that one
of her friends, now?” he said, pointing down the hill to where a
small sand colored fox was heading in their direction.

“This might be it,” Sandson shouted. “Let the Ogre
know what's happening, and… I suppose you should probably inform
the dogs as well, if they even understand.”

Daniel laughed. “It gets interesting, doesn’t’ it?”
He said as he started back down the hill.

The fox made a direct line toward Sandson, and then
sat in front of the soldier, chattering away. Sandson looked to his
men and shrugged.

“Can anyone speak fox?” He asked.

“Whatever he has to say, it’s a mouthful.” Anurr
remarked.

“It kind of forces you to look at things a little
differently, doesn’t it?” Sandson said, before kneeling down in
front of the fox. “I’m sorry, little guy, I don’t understand what
you’re saying.”

Daniel returned with Lore and Nova, while Taugh and
Ertgoth waited at the bottom hill. The old dog approached the small
fox, and whether they exchanged any kind of greeting or information
was unclear, but he knew what he was supposed to do. When the fox
ran off, He and Nova followed.

“Don’t let those dogs out of your sight,” Sandson
said as he collected his supplies.

They started down the hill, toward the stone city,
but they never reached it. Instead, Rowd turned east, skirting the
outer edge, and rounding back toward the mountains. Although the
fox was fast, and small, and often out of sight, Lore easily
tracked him.

The farther they moved away from the city, the more
Sandson was starting to believe, something had gone wrong in
translation. Either Lore wasn’t following the right fox, or the fox
was leading them astray. He was debating whether or not to call off
the hunt when Anurr got his attention. The soldier was out in front
when he suddenly dropped to the ground and motioned for the others
to do the same. Keeping low in the tall brush, Sandson made his way
over to Anurr.

“Over there,” he whispered, pointing to a handful of
cave entrances which dotted the face of the mountain. They looked
to be abandoned mines, probably previous attempts by the Uhyre in
their search for the dragon, if he even existed. But they weren’t
completely abandoned. At least one of them was showing some sign of
life.

“It’s kind of ironic, isn’t it?” Sandson said,
kneeling down beside Anurr.

“What is?” he asked.

“Now it’s our turn to rescue Tullner from a
cave.”

The soldier grinned. “At least they don’t have any
of those saladogs,” he said.

“None that we’ve seen,” Sandson replied.

Daniel crawled up behind them. “What’s the plan?” he
asked.

“First thing we do is take out the guards as quickly
and as quietly as possible.” Sandson explained. “Then we try to get
into the cave, which, I’m afraid, is where things are likely to get
dicey.”

“We could really use one of your Hunter tricks right
about now.” Anurr said as he strung his bow.

“I’m afraid this is beyond my area of expertise,”
Daniel replied. “My skills come in after the battles over.”

Sandson placed a hand on the healer’s shoulder.
“That’s why I want you sitting this one out,” he told him.

“You can’t leave me behind!”

“Look Danny, first off, you’ve never really been in
a fight, and this isn’t exactly the place to sharpen your blade.
It’s going to be pretty tight in there. Close quarter combat in an
unfamiliar setting like this, is as bad as it gets. Secondly, you
said it yourself. Your skills may be needed after this battle is
over.”

“Not to mention the fact that Kile would skin him
alive if anything happens to you.” Browne added when he joined
them.

“Yeah, there’s that too.” Sandson replied.

“Well, if we don’t have any trickery, then we do
this old school,” Anurr said as he sorted through his arrows. He
examined each one carefully and set three aside. What made them
different, or special, was known only to him. “I spot three guards.
One on high, and two beside the entrance, anyone got something
different?” he asked.

“No, that’s what I got.” Sandson replied. “Take out
the one on high first.”

“I’m sorry, are you actually telling me my job?”
Anurr asked.

“Fine, take them out in any order you want.”

Anurr crawled forward a little bit more, finding a
spot which gave him a clear view of the mine’s entrance. He stuck
the three arrows into the ground, strung his bow, and then tested
the wind. When he was sure everything was in order, he nocked the
first arrow. Drawing the bow, he took aim. He held for what seemed
like an eternity before letting the arrow loose. The shaft flew
silently through the air and found its mark. The valrik, who stood
high over the entrance, toppled over backwards and disappeared from
view.

“I see you went for the high one first.” Sandson
commented.

“Seriously,” Anurr said, without turning around.
“You’re going to distract me now.”

He drew back the bow once again and took aim. This
time he had to wait for the right moment. When the second valrik’s
back was turned, and he wasn’t looking at his companion, Anurr let
the arrow fly. It quietly found its mark. He already had the third
arrow drawn when the valrik turned back around. There was no time
for it to raise an alarm, or even cry out, as the last arrow
pierced its chest.

“Damn,” Was all Daniel could say.

“You just witnessed one of the finest archers in the
Fennel Arms,” Bowne said, slapping Daniel on the back.

“Try the whole King’s Command.” Anurr replied.

“Daniel, you stay here with the dogs.” Sandson said
as he moved past the others and headed down the hill. “Come on,
keep low and move fast.” he commanded.

Brown and Anurr were right behind him, Taugh and
Ertgoth followed up the rear. They had just reached the flats
before the cave entrance when one of the brunrik chose that very
moment to step out. Needless to say, seeing two valrik, skewered
with arrows, caused him some concern. He turned back to the cave
and barked out a few words, and before long, he was joined by three
more.

 


“Who is Zaheeg?” Alex asked.

“That depends.” Kile replied. “He’s either a god, or
the last of the class A open scripts.”

Alex turned and stared at her. “No offense, Kile
girl, but I don’t really want to find either one of those.”

“We don’t have much of a choice,” she said.
“Ravenshadow has something planned and I want to know what it
is.”

They waited a few more minutes before Alex released
his illusion, just to make sure Eric wasn’t coming back. It was
hard to tell how far the tunnels extended, and he could return at
any moment.

Traveling was slow, since the only light they had
was the small hooded lantern Alex borrowed from Sandson. He kept
the light to a narrow beam, so as not to attract too much
attention. It didn’t reveal much of what was in front of them, and
barely enough to light the ground under their feet. Most of the
time they stumbled along using their hands on the walls to guide
them.

“This way,” Kile whispered, pulling Alex down one of
the side shaft.

She didn’t know how she knew where to go, only that
she knew, but one thing was for certain, the farther they were from
the main line, the better off they would be.

The path turned and twisted, then dropped down a few
feet before straightening out. It opened into a larger cavern and
Alex adjusted the hood of the lantern for more light.

“These don’t look like the mines anymore,” he said
as he held the lantern up higher. The soft glow of the lantern
painted the walls a dull yellow, which only enhanced the
subterranean feel of the place.

“No, this is more like a natural cave,” Kile
replied. They looked very much like the caves the Ogre were living
in under the stone city.

“Kile, over there,” Alex said, pointing the lantern
at an isolated portion of the cavern. The ground was littered with
large chunks of rocks which didn’t appear to come from the
surrounding area. They were eerily familiar, and it didn’t take
long for Kile to figure out where she had seen them before. She
knelt down and picked up one of the pieces, turning it over in her
hand. They were just like the sacred artifact of Zaheeg.

“Do you know what these are, Alex?” she asked.

“Not really,” he replied.

“They’re eggs,” she said, letting the piece drop
from her hand. She took the lantern from Alex and, opening the
shutter, filled the cavern with even more light. The ground was
covered with the remains of the broken eggs. “They destroyed all of
them,” she said in disbelief.

“These were dragon eggs?” Alex asked.

Kile turned to see him cradling one of the pieces in
his hands. Alex had always been fascinated with stories and
legends, but the ones about dragons were his favorite.

She placed her hand on his shoulder. “I’m afraid
so,” she said

“Why would they do this? I mean, I know dragons can
be scary and dangerous, but this, this is horrible.”

“Come on, we have to keep moving.”

Alex slipped the piece of egg into his pocket before
taking the lantern back. He adjusted the shutter and scanned the
walls of the cavern with the light, stopping only when he found a
large opening. “That looks like the only other exit,” he said,
walking toward it.

Kile followed, but only managed to take a few steps
before she dropped to her knees. The attack was unexpected as the
inside of her head virtually exploded. It was as if the world had
suddenly lit up, but the colors were stripped from it so all she
could see were shades of gray. A thick black ink was dripping from
the walls of the cavern all around her, as shadows crept in behind
them. The darkness was coming, and in that darkness, she heard the
laughter.

“Alex, Go!” she shouted, reaching for her Lann.

“Kile, what is it? Are you all right?” he asked.
Alex spun the lantern around, looking for the source of the danger,
but he could see nothing.

“Alex, get out of here. Run!”

The shadows closed in around her, like the coming of
a massive flood. Before she knew it, she was drowning in the
darkness, cut off from the rest of the world, and the laughter only
got louder. It was mocking her from some distant shore, no longer
in sight. Kile adjusted her grip on the Lann; she knew what was
coming. She had hoped she had seen the last of them, but this one
emerged from the shadows right in front of her, breaking into her
reality. Without hesitating, she charged forward. The Valgar was
already moving, its muscular back legs propelling it over the
ground at a surprising speed. They collided and the Valgar plowed
her over, but it paid the price as she ran the blade down its
underbelly. Quickly scrambling to her feet, she found the beast
writhing in pain and drove the blade through its skull.

“Come on Kile, let’s get out of here,” Alex
screamed.

Looking up from the Valgar, which now lay dead at
her feet, she stared at the young vir. He was terrified. She could
taste his fear. She could hear the beating of his heart and smell
the blood coursing through is veins. She wondered what scared him
more- the Valgar, or her.

Turning her back on him, she looked into the
darkness. Where there was one, others were sure to follow. More
were on their way. They were linked. They knew where she was now,
and they were coming for her.

“Kile, please, we have to go,” the vir pleaded.

Why would she want to go? If the Valgar were coming
here, it would save her the trouble of hunting them down.

He grabbed her arm and she looked at him without
seeing him. She couldn’t even understand his sounds. He was just
another vir, nothing more than prey to be played with, another
morsel to feast upon. They slice up so well, but what do they taste
like? She tightened her grip on the blade. He backed away from her.
She took a step forward and her world shattered in a loud
scream.

Dropping her weapon, she clutched her head and fell
to the ground, but the screaming didn’t stop, until she realized
she was the one screaming.

“Kile what’s wrong? What’s the matter?” Alex kept
shouting. It wasn’t doing much for her head, but at least she could
understand him now.

There was a war being waged and she was caught in
the middle. On one side there was the darkness, and the feral
creature that stood at the very edge of that darkness, on the other
side something even older and more powerful. It penetrated her mind
through the shattered wall and was trying to keep her feral side
down. She knew which side needed to win. If she chooses the
darkness, if she goes feral, she would be no use to Alex, and might
even try to harm him, or worse. This left only one option.

Howling, from deep within the mines, filled the
chamber.

Alex grabbed her by the arm again and tried to pull
her to her feet.

“Come on Kile. I can hear them. They’re coming,” he
shouted.

She didn’t care, her mind had been shattered and
fragments of it were drifting around in her head. It had finally
happened. She had finally gone mad.

 


One brunrik was more than a match for any squad,
four were three too many, but there was no turning back now. They
were out in the open, and they were spotted.

“Scatter,” Sandson shouted as he drew his sword.

Anurr took the right flank, firing off three arrows
on the dead run. Two found their mark in the thigh of a brunrik,
but it did little to slow it down. He stopped to fire off another
four arrows with less success. The arrows struck their marks, but
the brunrik brushed them aside with little regard. He might as well
as have been throwing twigs at them.

Browne wasn’t having any more success on the left
flank. The brunrik met his attack and knocked the soldier aside
with ease. He rolled with the blow, quickly regaining his footing
and found himself on the defensive.

Sandson ran down the center and charged the
remaining two, but he never reached them. Taugh and Ertgoth
thundered past him on either side before he could close the
distance. Taugh was by far the fastest, and reached his target
first. Before the brunrik had a chance to swing his weapon, the
Ogre wrapped his arms around his midsection and drove him into the
ground. Ertgoth fought with a little more finesse. The Ogre parried
the brunrik’s attack and counter with as weeping arch which nearly
cleaved it in two. He turned and quickly dispatched the second
brunrik before it could reach Anurr.

Sandson came to Browne’s assistance, and between the
two of them were able to put the final one down.

“We’re not out of the woods yet.” he shouted,
looking toward the mouth of the cave. The valrik had gathered, but
made no attempt to join in the battle. Instead, they watched from
afar.

The Ogre advanced forward, Anurr retrieved his bow.
He nocked an arrow, but before he could release it, Daniel came
running down the hill with the two dogs close behind him.

“Wait! Stop!” He shouted, waving his hands in the
air.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Sandson asked. His first
thought was that the valrik had somehow gotten around behind them,
that they had possibly walked into a trap.

It took Daniel a few minutes to catch his breath.
“Look,” he said, pointing to the cave. “Kile was right, they don’t
want to be here anymore than we do.”

“What are you saying?” Browne asked.

“After the fall of Moran, Kile told me she thought
the valrik didn’t really want this war. They are being forced to
fight.”

“You can’t be serious.” Browne replied. “We’ve been
fighting the Uhyre for the past year. How can you stand there and
tell us, they don’t want to fight?”

“Well, look at them.” Daniel shouted, pointed to the
cave. “They clearly out-number us. If they were really as
bloodthirsty as you think they are, we should be dead by now.
Without the brunrik leading them, they have no desire, no reason to
fight.”

The valrik stood at the mouth of the cave looking
rather confused. They shuffled about, turning to one another as if
waiting for one of them to step forward and make a decision, but
none of them moved.

Daniel pushed past Browne and walked toward the
cave, Lore and Nova followed. Sandson caught up to him, grabbing
him by the arm, he spun him around.

“You’re not seriously going to just go walking up
there, are you?” he asked.

“What choice do we have?” Daniel replied. “As I
said, they clearly out-number us. We can’t very well fight all of
them and hope to win. We might be able to just… talk to them.”

“I lost two thirds of my squad to those creatures at
Moran, and you say they don’t want to fight.”

“Hey, did you want to fight? They were only
following orders, just like you were. Didn’t they break and run
after Kile killed their chief?”

“I think the arrival of the King’s Command had more
to do with that than the loss of one officer.”

“I’m not so sure,” Daniel said, pulling away from
Sandson. “I think they lost their reason to fight and their only
desire at that moment was to return home.”

“You really believe that?” Sandson asked.

“There’s only one way to find out.” Daniel replied.
He turned away from Sandson and continued walking toward the mouth
of the cave. His only hope now was that Kile was right, and that
the valrik had no desire to continue the fight. Of course, if she
was wrong, he wouldn’t get the chance to tell her.

It was surprising how far away the cave was, it
seemed so much closer a moment before. Now, with nearly a hundred
or so valrik staring down at him, he was beginning to have his
doubts. Sandson quickly caught up with him and started to walk
alongside him.

“You don’t have to do this,” he told him.

“Are you kidding,” Sandson replied. “You heard what
Anurr said, if anything happens to you, Kile will skin me alive. I
think I’m safer with the valrik.”

The closer they got to the cave entrance, the more
agitated the valrik appeared. Daniel held up his hands to show he
wasn’t armed.

“I come in peace,” he shouted.

 


The pulsing in Kile’s head was starting to diminish.
Although the war was far from over, one side did come out on top,
and she could finally hear the voice calling out to her from beyond
the shattered wall in her mind.

- Get up you fool, they’re coming.-

“Grim?”

-Do I sound like your damn horse?-

“Yeah, kind of,” she replied.

“Kile, what is it?” Alex asked.

“We have to go,” she told him.

“That’s what I’ve been telling you.”

Alex grabbed the lantern from off the ground and,
placing an arm around Kile, helped her to her feet.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I think something’s broken inside my head.”

“Can you walk?”

“I think so.” She said as she stumbled forward.
“Douse the lantern, will yah, it’s too bright.”

“Without it, we’re not going to be able to see
much.”

“I can see fine, trust me,” She told him.

Alex snuffed the lantern’s flame, casting the cavern
into total darkness, but it was only dark for him. Kile had no
problem seeing. She retrieved her blade from where she had dropped
it, and guided Alex by the arm to exit.

They moved as quickly as they could over the uneven
ground. Every step they took brought them deeper into the
mountains, with the Valgar right behind them. She couldn’t see
them, but she could hear them, they were getting closer.

“Kile, where are we going?” Alex asked. He had
stumbled twice, but she wouldn’t slow down.

“Just keep moving,” she told him. “We’re almost
there.”

That was when the floor dropped out from under them.
She led them right off the edge of a cliff, but fortunately it was
only a two foot drop that ended in an incline. They rolled the rest
of the way, only stopping when they hit a wall.

Kile rested with her head against the stone. She was
seeing stars, but she wasn’t sure if they were real or not. She was
having that problem a lot lately. Alex was moaning somewhere off to
her right.

“Alex? Alex, are you all right?” she called out.

“I think so,” he replied slowly. “But Sandson’s not
going to be happy. I think I landed on his lantern.”

As the stars began to fade and her eyes, once again,
adjusted to the darkness, she could see Alex trying to get to his
feet, as well as the Valgar which was slowly approaching toward
him.

“Alex, don’t move.” She whispered, reaching for her
Lann, but the blade wasn’t there. She must have dropped it before
hitting the wall and quickly scanned the ground for it.

Alex drew his sword, but he didn’t know which way to
turn. He knew something was there, but could see nothing in the
darkness.

“Where is it?” he asked. There was no hiding the
panic in his voice.

Kile spotted her own weapon, it had landed a few
feet away from her, but it was still out of reach. It was a matter
of her getting to it, before the Valgar could reach Alex. She held
her breath as the Valgar crouched, ready to pounce. When Kile
lunged for the Lann, it was as if she set everything into motion.
The Valgar jumped, Alex fell and the wall shifted. There was a
sickening crunch when, what could only be described as a foot the
size of a horse, stomped the Valgar into the cavern floor. Grabbing
her blade, Kile shifted in mid stride to avoid the large foot. When
she reached Alex, she pulled him behind her.

-Never liked those damn vermin.-

The foot said, and every word reverberated in Kile’s
skull. She covered her ears with her hands, but since the voice was
in her head, it did little to ease the volume.

Something large struck the cavern wall with a loud
crack, seeming to shake the mountain to its core. Their only means
of escape was gone. The tunnel had collapsed.

-That should keep them out for a while.-

There was no malice or anger in the voice, only an
overwhelming sense of calmness, as if everything which had happened
was expected.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Even though she was able to see in the dark, her
sight was limited, and his size made it difficult. Whoever, or
whatever it was, it easily filled the subterranean room. It shifted
its weight and she could hear the sounds of metal dragged along the
cavern floor.

-Don’t you know?-

He asked, and Kile cringed with each word.

“Are you Zaheeg?” she asked.

-I am Umingoth.-

He replied.

“Fine, but do you think you can turn down the volume
a bit? I think my head is about to explode.”

-So, you really are Orceen.-

He laughed. His voice was still loud, but at least
it wasn’t earth-shattering.

“So they keep telling me,” she replied.

“Kile, who are you talking to?” Alex asked. He knew
there was something in the room with them, but he was blind in the
darkness. The lantern was in his hands, but it wouldn’t light.

“There’s nothing to worry about.” She assured him,
although she wasn’t feeling very confident at the moment. “It would
appear we found Zaheeg.”

“Zaheeg?” Alex shouted, almost dropping the battered
lantern. He quickly glanced around the cavern, but could see
nothing, not even the lantern he was holding.

-I am not Zaheeg.-

Kile turned to where she thought the voice was
coming from, but in truth if seemed to be coming from
everywhere.

“It is what the Ogre call you,” she said.

-It is what the Ogre call me because they are
imbeciles.-

He replied.

“But you’re their god, they worship you.”

-They worship their god, Zaheeg, but I am not their
god. Their minds are small, it is like trying to talk to the stone.
Unlike you, Orceen, the Ogre’s understanding is limited. I felt
their minds awaken and I tried to communicate, but they could not
understand me. They believed me to be Zaheeg, so, I figured, it was
the best I could hope for, and it serves my purposes, for the time
being.-

“And what were those?” she asked.

Umingoth shifted his large bulk and she could hear
the rattling of heavy chains again.

-My purpose is the purpose of all living things, the
survival of my race.-

“Your race?”

-We are not of this world, Orceen. Our world lies
beyond your reality. We were forced to flee it eons ago, when the
Scree came. Like a plague it was, they destroyed our lands,
corrupted our waters and devoured our young. It was no longer
inhabitable. We fled into the void, seeking new worlds so our race
would survive.-

“And you came here.”

-A few of us did. We brought our nests here to
protect them, hoping to sustain our blood lines. But my brothers
and sister are no more. Slain at the hands of the Alva, the Uhyre,
and now the vir, I am the last of my kind here on your world, but I
am too old to leave it now. The days of flying the void are over
for me, and so I sit and wait until the end of my time when my eggs
hatch.-

“But the eggs in the outer chamber were…”

-Destroyed, all but one, which was stolen from me by
Ravenshadow.-

Kile could feel a sense of hopelessness in his
words. A hopelessness which comes at the end of a very long
existence.

“I am truly sorry.”

-I believe you are, Orceen, but I have not been
beaten yet.-

And in those words she caught a glimpse of the Ogre
digging out their tunnels, deep under the stone city, that’s when
she realized what he had tried to do.

“You were using the Ogre to steal back your
egg.”

-If only it was that easy-

He laughed.

-Do you know how long it took me to convey to the
Ogre, what I wanted? They could not understand. Long did I speak to
their priests and all they did was pray back to me, the fools. In
the end, I had no choice but to play along with their
superstitions. I convinced them it was a sacred artifact, stolen
from my temple. Only then did they see the need to reclaim it. They
reopened the old tunnels under the city, but I still could not
direct them to where they would find it. I had almost given up hope
until I heard you calling.

“Calling? What do you mean, calling?”

-Your voice. It is loud in the realm, as were the
voices of the Orceen long gone. I could hear you, but you were
having trouble hearing me.-

“But I can hear you now.”

-Yes, but you mind is no longer clouded by the
darkness, I was forced to… break the barrier between our worlds,
our realms. It was the only way to free your mind from the abyss
which it was falling into.-

The darkness, she was losing herself to the darkness
when something shattered in her mind.

“Freed my mind?”

-Our worlds are not the same, yours and mine. You
are attuned to the natural realm of your world as I am to mine, and
although they share the same level of existence, they are not the
same. You were losing yourself to the abyss, which is slowly
corrupting your world, so I was forced to bring you into mine.-

“But what does that mean? What’s going to happen to
me?”

- It is difficult to say. I’ve never had to do it
before, at least not with the Orceen. I did it to an Ogre priest…
once… it drove him… a little mad.-

“How little?” she asked, although she really didn’t
want to know.

-As far as I can recall, he ran screaming out into
the desert.-

Umingoth replied, there was no regret or remorse in
his words.

“Oh, wonderful.”

-If it means anything… you appear to be… sane.”

“You are going to fill me in on what’s going on.”
Alex asked from where he was sitting in the darkness. Kile had
almost forgotten about him. He had not said one word during her
conversation with Umingoth. Since he was only able to hear one side
of it, he was completely lost.

“I think we’re safe, for the moment,” she told
him.

“Well, at least that’s something,” he replied. “Is
it really… Zaheeg?” he asked nervously.

“No, he is not Zaheeg,” Kile replied.

“Oh, well, that’s good, I guess.”

“His name is Umingoth.”

“Umingoth! As in Umingoth the mighty? Umingoth the
destroyer? Umingoth the world eater? Umingoth the drake of the
flatlands? The last of the class A open scripts-- that
Umingoth?”

-Ah, it would seem the vir has heard of me.-

Umingoth said as he turned his attention to
Alex.

“Alex, please, calm now. I don’t think he means us
any harm.”

“That’s easy for you to say; you can see him.”

-Why do you travel with such creatures?-

Umingoth asked.

-They are dead inside. They have no life in the
natural realm, and it’s hard to make a decent meal out of them.
They’re really only good for snacking, you know. You just sit there
and pop one after another into your mouth.-

“He is my friend, so please stop talking about him
that way.”

“Why, what did he say?” Alex asked nervously.

“Nothing, Alex, just calm down.”

-As you wish. It makes no difference to me. But you
can’t tell me you never thought of it.-

“Just drop it.” Kile replied. The idea of what he
was saying made her nauseous, and yet, he wasn’t far from the
truth, which was what really scared her. “This egg of yours…” she
said, quickly changing the subject.

-You have it, don’t you?-

“Well, not exactly.”

Umingoth shifted his weight, and she could feel him
staring down at her.

-Where is it?-

He asked, his voice growing dangerously louder.

“I gave it to the Ogre to hold onto.”

-You what?-

“I didn’t want Ravenshadow to get his hands on it
again, so I gave it to the Ogre for safe keeping.”

-Wonderful. They’ll probably stick it on an altar
and pray to it.-

“What does Ravenshadow want with your egg
anyway?”

-Isn’t it obvious? He wants to control me.-

“But I didn’t think anyone could control a dragon,
except maybe for the Alva.”

-The Alva? They couldn’t control us, so they tried
to enslave us.-

“How can you enslave a dragon?” Kile asked. The idea
of enslaving a dragon, or forcing it to do something it didn’t want
to do, seemed impossible.

-There are ways.–

Umingoth replied.

-One of my brothers was enslaved by a vir using,
what the Alva called, dragon stones.-

“Dragon stones? What are they?”

-Two small stones filled with your foul magic. One
is consumed by the vir, the other is fed to one of my kind. This
gives the vir total control over the dragon.-

Dragon Stones? Was that what Eric tried to steal
back at the Academy? They seemed small enough, although maybe not
small enough to actually consume, unless you were desperate to
control a force of nature. Still, she could see the drawbacks. If
either the vir, or the dragon, ever passed the stone, the link
would be broken, and the vir would probably be eaten.

“It just doesn’t seem possible.” Kile replied.

Umingoth laughed.

-Funny you would say something like that.-

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

-You have dabbled with the same forces, have you
not?-

“Never.”

-Lie to yourself all you want Orceen, but I have
seen the real you. You have touched the corruption, and you liked
it. Take care with it, Orceen, unless you wish to become it. The
darkness knows you now, and it is looking for you.-

“I don’t believe you.”

-I couldn’t care less whether you believe me or not.
It is your battle, it is your enemy, it matters little to me.-

“My enemy? Who? Ravenshadow?”

-Ravenshadow? He is only a finger of that which
lurks in the abyss. He is but a pawn in someone else’s game, and
yet he doesn’t even know it.-

“Then who is it? Who controls Ravenshadow? Who is
this enemy?” she asked.

A light suddenly flared up behind her. Alex had
somehow managed to fix the lantern. It was bright enough now to see
Umingoth.

He lowered his head until he was eye to eye with
her. He was definitely a dragon. She had seen pictures of dragons
and read stories about them in the books from Master Adam’s
library. She learned all the myths and could recite most of the
legends, but she had never dreamed she would actually stand face to
face with one. Dragons were stories, told to delight children, or
frighten them, depending on the story, but they were never real; at
least, that’s what she thought.

The light started to shake as Alex trembled at the
sight. Umingoth was amused.

“Alex, go back up to the tunnel.” She told him. “Let
me know if you hear anything.”

“Yeah… okay Ki,” he stammered and slowly backed
away.

She waited until she saw the light hovering at the
very edge of the cavern before turning back to the dragon.

“Explain.” She said.

-What do you know about the darkness?-

His voice trailed off into a whisper.

“I don’t understand.”

-Yes, you do. What do you know about the
darkness?-

The darkness? What did she know? The only thing she
could say for sure, was that it frightened her. Something was
hiding in the darkness. She didn’t know what, but she could still
hear the cold, maniacal laughter echoing deep within the well and
she could still see those yellow eyes staring back at her from the
abyss. Whatever was hidden in the darkness felt all too familiar,
it wasn’t much different from her.

-Easy Orceen, do not lose yourself to it again.-

Umingoth whispered.

-Do not fight it, you cannot control it, you cannot
defeat it, but you can name it.-

“Name it?”

-You may not yet fully understand what it is, but
you know enough for now. Call it by its name.-

The way he said it, it was almost as if he was
challenging her.

Did she know its name? Morgan told her. Kaza warned
her. The old crow may not have known what it was, but he knew
enough to fear it. Control, command, dominate, those were the words
he used.

“Maligar,” she whispered.

-Maligar.-

Umingoth repeated.

-Yes, that was what they called it, but it has gone
by many names.-

“What is it?”

-You are not ready for that, Orceen-

“Kile, I think they’re trying to get in,” Alex
shouted from where he was sitting beside, what used to be, the
tunnel’s mouth.

Kile paused to listen. She could clearly hear the
sounds of scratching, and it brought her back to the mines of
Coopervill. The Valgar were wasting no time in trying to get
through the cave-in, but then, they knew where she was now.

-Tenacious,-

Umingoth laughed.

-I’ll give them that.-

“We have to get out of here,” Kile said as she
looked around the cavern, but she could see no other exit. They
were sealed off with Umingoth.

-There is still time.-

He said in a calm voice, but then, why wouldn’t he
be? He’s a fifty foot dragon. What did he have to fear from the
Valgar?

“What are they?” she asked. “What are the
Valgar?”

-Ah, now you’re asking the right questions. But, you
already know the answer, don’t you?-

“They’re part of the corruption. They’re part of the
Maligar.”

-And here I was, worried you wouldn’t get it.-

Slowly the pieces were coming together, but it
didn’t get her any closer to understanding what the Maligar was,
why she feared it, or what its intentions were.

“Kile, they’re getting closer,” Alex called out.

“Is there another way out of here?” she asked
Umingoth.

The dragon looked up.

-Only one other way.-

Although she couldn’t see the ceiling of the cavern,
she had to believe there was another exit, one large enough to
allow for Umingoth’s use.

“Kile, they’re almost through,” Alex shouted with
his update.

“Will you help us?” she begged.

Umingoth paused for a moment studying her.

-Why should I? What’s in it for me?-

He finally asked.

“I saved your egg,” she reminded him.

-And then you gave it to the Ogre. Try again.-

“I… I don’t have anything,” she said, throwing up
her arms. “I doubt if you’d do it out of the goodness of your
heart.”

-Not quite, Orceen. I like you, but not that
much.-

“Then what? What do you want?”

-A boon.-

“You want me to do you a favor?”

Now she was on dangerous ground. One does not deal
with dragons carelessly.

“Anything. Name it,” she said reluctantly.

-Be careful, Orceen. Do not make bargains so
quickly.-

“I don’t have much of a choice. Do I?”

-This is true.-

She knew the dragon was grinning, even if she could
no longer see his face.

“What is your favor?” she asked.

-In time. We are not finished here.-

Umingoth replied.

“What are we waiting for?”

Alex came running toward them, holding the battered
lantern aloft. The light cast dancing shadows over the cavern
walls, which made Kile nauseous. He ran past Umingoth without even
looking at him, clearly the Valgar scared him more than the
dragon.

“They’re almost through,” he told her.

But they weren’t almost through. No sooner had Alex
made the statement, then the rocks fell away from the tunnel, and
the accursed howling of the Valgar grew louder. Their noise was
defending, as it echoed in the subterranean cavern. Kile drew her
Lann and, grabbed Alex by the arm.

“Stay behind me,” she told him.

Six Valgar exited the tunnel as it lit up behind
them. They waited on either side while a man, fully engulfed in
flame, stepped into the cavern.

“Is that… Eric?” Alex asked.

“Looks like he learned a few new tricks.” Kile
replied.

She had heard of mystics who could take on the
physical traits of their sphere. She had seen Murphy perform a
similar feat during their survival test back at the Academy, but
then, he only turned his body into stone. The idea of actually
setting oneself on fire was a bit more impressive.

He was in no hurry as he slowly advanced, mainly
because he knew she was trapped. There was no other way out of the
cavern save the way Umingoth suggested, but without the dragon’s
help, it was useless.

“Congratulations, Kile,” Eric said, stopping some
distance before her. “It would appear you have outlived your
usefulness. Ravenshadow now believes you’re too much of a
liability. I’ve been telling him that from the beginning, but he
had high hopes for you.”

“For what? What did he want from me?” she asked.

Even though he was still several yards away, she
could already feel the heat radiating off him.

“If you had given him the chance, he would have told
you. Now, it no longer matters.”

“What did he want me to do?”

“What you’ve been doing. Talking to this oversized
lizard. Not that I think he has the brains to understand anything.
But, they say, you have a way with dumb animals. I believe that by
the company you keep.”

“Hey!” Alex shouted, pushing Kile aside as he
stepped forward.

Eric laughed. “Why look, it’s the little one eyed
Hunter.”

“Yeah, well, with a face like yours, I’m glad I can
only see half of it.”

“I was going to let you live, you know, for old
time’s sake. But I’ve changed my mind.”

“Really, you’ve changed your mind, does this one
work any better.”

“Don’t get smart with me…”

“Am I getting smart with you? How would you ever
know? I mean, I’m not saying you’re stupid or anything, I’m just
saying you have bad luck when it comes to thinking. Fact is, I’d go
as far as to say you didn’t just fall out of the stupid tree, you
were dragged through the whole dumbass forest.”

“Why you little….”

“Come on, do your worst.” Alex shouted. “You might
have those saladogs, but we have a dragon.”

Eric stopped, and at first Kile thought he was
actually intimidated by Umingoth’s presence, that was until he
started laughing.

“Please, that beast is defenseless. Or, haven’t you
noticed the chains? They’re enchanted, meaning he’s useless.”

Kile hadn’t noticed. She had heard the chains when
Umingoth moved, but now, in the light of Alex’s lantern, not to
mention Eric’s unearthly glow, she could see them. Four thick
chains bound the dragon to the walls. Even if Umingoth wanted to
help, it didn’t look as if he could.

“Now, if you’re finished.” Eric said, as he waved
the Valgar to advance.

The dragon said nothing during the exchange, and
almost appeared entertained by Alex’s ranting. Only when the Valgar
began to move did he turn to Kile.

-Are you telling the truth, Orceen? Is my egg truly
safe?-

There was a soft, but dangerous calmness, to his
voice.

“Yes.”

-Good, because I’ve been waiting a long time for
this.-

Umingoth turned toward Eric and, opening his mouth,
vomited fire. For one brief moment it was like standing in a
furnace. The temperature of the cavern was raised to a level where
the stone floor began to melt. Kile grabbed Alex and pulled him
back, behind the dragon and away from his fury. When the fired
subsided the ground was glowing white, the Valgar were nothing but
ash, and Eric stood, unharmed, among the flames.

“How? The chains... you can’t…” he shouted.

What he could or couldn’t do didn’t seem to bother
Umingoth. With the speed of a serpent striking, he ate Eric in one
bite.

“NO!” Kile cried.

-Oh, I’m sorry,-

The dragon replied with a wicked grin.

-Were you hungry?-

“How could you?”

-Please, Orceen, do not fool yourself. Do you think
he would have shown any mercy toward you?-

He was right, she knew he was. Eric would have
killed her on any number of occasions, if it wasn’t for Ravenshadow
wanting her alive. But to do it so quickly, without hesitation or
remorse, that’s what surprised her.

“I suppose interrogating him is out of the
question,” Alex added.

Umingoth laughed.

“I like this one, I might not eat him,” he said,
looking down at the small Hunter.

“Thank you… I think,” Alex replied.

Kile looked up at the dragon. “Wait a minute. You
can speak?”

He just cocked his head, and if she didn’t know any
better, shrugged it off.

“Of course I can speak, I’m a dragon for crying out
loud. You think you’re the only one who stands between worlds.”

“No, but, why didn’t you say anything earlier?”

“Why should I? Besides, if they knew I could speak,
they wouldn’t have needed you, and they wouldn’t have brought you
to me,” Umingoth replied.

“Brought me to you? I don’t understand.”

“There is nothing to understand, Orceen. For
centuries, I have been held here, trapped by these accursed chains,
forged from the very earth you stand upon. They could not destroy
me, so they tried to enslave me. When they could not control me,
they left me here. Long have I waited in this prison, until
Ravenshadow found me. He spoke of freedom, but he demanded my
servitude. He was no different than those who put me here. It would
not be said, I did not listen, but I did not speak to him,
either.”

“But why?”

“Because he needed a way to control me, and he found
it. His vermin dug their way into my inner chambers. They found my
nest and they destroyed my young, all but one. They stole him from
me. If Ravenshadow knew I could speak, if he knew I could
understand everything he said, he would threaten me with the
destruction of my species. That’s why he needed you, and that’s why
I waited.”

“But how did you know about me?” Kile asked.

“Because I heard you calling, once, a year or two
ago. I tried to speak with you then, but you were not completely
awake. Your mind was still young and clouded, and then you were
spirited away. Far beyond my reach.”

“But, you don’t need me anymore,” Kile replied. “The
Ogre have your egg, and I’m pretty sure they’ll return it to you,
if you ask them.”

“Yes, but that is not the boon I wish of you. This
is what I offer you, Orceen. Do me this favor and I will help you
defeat your enemies.”

“I can’t just agree to a favor, without knowing what
it is,” she replied.

“Even if it meant the destruction of your enemies?”
he asked.

“I’m sorry, Umingoth.”

-Very well-

He said, and he was now speaking to her from within
his own world. His voice was sad, but it was honest, and she knew
the favor he asked was a difficult one.

-I am dying, Orceen. It is the burden of my kind to
carry such awareness. We know when the time of our death is near,
although we are not granted the knowledge of the hour, nor do we
know the nature of our death. When one of my kind dies, their young
hatches, and their brood is taken into the clan and raised. I am
the last of my kind here on your world. I fear no more of my
brothers or sisters are coming. When I die, my egg will hatch, but
he will have no clan to watch over him as he grows.-

“I think I understand now.”

-Then you know what I am asking of you?-

“Yes, I think so,” she replied.

-Then you will do this for me? You will watch over
my young?-

“Yes, Umingoth, I will do this for you.”

“So be it,” he said, bowing his head to the ground.
“Get upon my back, and we will be gone from this place.”

Kile made sure Alex climbed on first, for fear the
dragon might leave him behind. She was the one who made the deal
with the Umingoth, she just didn’t know how far that deal extended.
When Alex was finally situated, Kile joined him.

“What about the chains?” Alex asked.

Umingoth laughed. “The chains are nothing, little
vir. They no longer bind me here. Ravenshadow saw to that, although
he did not know it.”

“And how did he do that?” Kile asked.

“An elixir, brewed from the remains of metal, rusted
by magic. He could not help, but gloat about it. When he poured it
upon the chains, it broke the enchantment, but not the metal.”
Umingoth lifted his back foot and pulled the chain taught. It
didn’t just break, it snapped, but before the links could fall to
the ground, like one of Alex’s illusions, they simply faded out of
existence. When he had broken the last of the chains, he turned his
face skyward. Standing upon his hind legs, he grabbed the wall of
the cavern and began to pull himself up. Kile and Alex held on the
best they could, clinging to the scales upon his back.

“You could always ride in my mouth, if you think it
would be easier.” Umingoth laughed.

“We’ll pass,” Kile replied.

Fortunately, they didn’t have to hold on for very
long. When the dragon reached the top, he pulled himself over the
lip and stood upon solid ground once again. They could now feel the
winds, off the wasteland, blowing through the tunnel. Umingoth
followed the path to the mouth of a large cave and out into the
light of an early dawn. Spreading his massive wings, he took to the
air.

 


The valrik stared at him.

“We come in peace.” Daniel repeated.

“I don’t think they understand,” Sandson
replied.

“I don’t suppose you can speak valrik?”

“It would have been a good thing to consider before
we walked all the way out here.”

The valrik looked among themselves, they appeared to
be as suspicious of the vir as the vir were of them. One did
finally step forward, or he might have been pushed from behind. He
held up his hands, mimicking Daniel’s gesture of peace, and said
something in a language that wasn’t anywhere near the King’s
tongue.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that.” Daniel said,
leaning in.

“He says no fight.”

Daniel quickly turned around to see the Taugh
towering over him. He didn’t hear the Ogre, coming up behind
them.

“Can you understand them?” he asked.

“Little.” Taugh replied. “Speech same as ours.”

The Ogre didn’t seem very pleased in admitting that.
It created a connection between the Ogre and the Uhyre, something
the Ogre was not very happy with.

“Do you think you can tell them we mean them no
harm?” Daniel asked.

Taugh relayed what Daniel hoped was the right
message. The language was a series of guttural tones that made it
impossible for any normal tongue to wrap themselves around. There
was a quick, verbal exchange between the two before Taugh broke off
the conversation. He turned to Daniel, his eyes never leaving the
valrik.

“They return home. Fight not theirs.”

“What of our friends, are they here?” Sandson
asked.

“We can have vir, do not try to stop them from going
home.”

“Like we could if we wanted to.” Sandson remarked.
“Tell them we will not try to stop them. Tell them they can leave,
but they must leave their weapons here.”

Taugh repeated Sandson’s words, and although they
sounded a lot more aggressive in the guttural language, the valrik
seemed to understand. Without hesitation, they dropped their
weapons and began to file out of the cave.

“Well, that was easier than I thought.” Sandson said
as he watched the last valrik join the group. They were heading
back toward the stone city.

“Let’s just hope they aren’t going back for
reinforcements.” Browne added.

“I don’t think so, not this time.” Sandson replied.
He never thought he’d see the day where the Uhyre would just walk
away from a battle. From the stories he was told as a youth, they
always came off as a bloodthirsty lot, bent on chaos and
destruction. Now it appears they aren’t much different from any
other citizen of the realm. “Daniel, Anurr, you’re with me. Brown,
stay with Taugh and Ertgoth and keep watch. That group may have
lost their leader and gone home, but they’re not the only ones out
here.”

Daniel climbed up after Anurr and they followed
Sandson into the mines. It wasn’t difficult to navigate, as there
weren’t too many directions to wander off in. Fortunately, the
tunnels were well lit, touches had been wedged into the wall every
ten feet or so, leading them down a single path to a larger cavern.
From here there were several smaller tunnels leading in different
directions, but none of them were lit. The room, itself, was empty,
save for the tell-tail signs of valrik habitation. There were a few
crude beds along the wall and a foul smelling something was cooking
over a small fire.

“They’re not here.” Sandson said, looking around the
room.

“You think they tricked us?” Anurr asked.

Daniel grabbed a torch from the wall and looked down
one of the dark tunnels. “Maybe they’re down one of these.” He
said, holding the torch higher, it did little to chase away the
shadows.

“There’s no telling how far these things go back.”
Anurr said coming up behind him. “It could take days to search them
all.”

“Carter! Tullner! Marcus!” Daniel yelled into the
darkness. “Is anyone there?”

“Danny, is that you?”

Daniel spun around, searching for the source of the
voice.

“Carter? Where are you?”

“Up here.”

They looked up to see a large metal cage suspended
from the ceiling of the cavern by a thick chain.

“Are you guys all right?” Sandson asked.

“We will be as soon as you get us down.” Tullner
shouted back.

“Look for a winch or something.”

The mechanism wasn’t difficult to find, once they
were able to trace the chain through the wall and into one of the
adjoining rooms. Between Anurr and Sandson, they were able to lower
the cage slowly.

“Man, are we ever glad to see you guys.” Tullner
said when they finally touched down.

“Where’s Marcus?” Daniel asked. He was looking for
another cage suspended from the ceiling which they might have
missed.

“Don’t bother.” Tullner told him. “He’s not
here.”

“Where is he?”

“He betrayed us, I think.” Carter replied.

Sandson went to work on the lock. I didn’t take him
long before he had the door open.

“What do you mean, you think he betrayed you?”
Daniel asked.

Tullner walked past them, heading toward the crates
in the far corner. It was clear he was not very happy at being
tricked so easily.

“All I know is, once you guys entered the building
through the hole in the roof, the valrik started to move in. They
had the whole place surrounded in seconds. They were waiting for
us. The whole thing was a trap,” he said, tossing a few of the
crates aside. When he found the one he was looking for, he
retrieved his sword and quickly strapped it on.

“I don’t get it. How does Marcus play into this?”
Daniel asked.

“His Edge.” Carter replied. “You membered what Kile
said? She warned us not to look into his eyes. Well, we kind of
forgot that.”

“All I remember was him saying something about
joining the valrik and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in a
cage suspended in midair.” Tullner said as he handed Carter back
his blade. “I ever see that guy again, I’ll cut him in two before
he has a chance to say anything.”

Carter strapped on his sword and looked around the
room. “Hey, where is Kile? She with you?”

“No, she went to confront Ravenshadow,” Daniel
replied.

“What, you let her go face him alone?” Tullner
asked.

“She took Alex with her.”

“Well, no offense to your friend, Danny, but I don’t
really think Alex is up to the challenge. With Marcus playing for
the other team, she’s in danger.”

“Don’t underestimate her, or Alex,” Daniel replied.
“You’d be surprised. Alex can handle himself when he has to, and as
for Kile… well, if there’s one thing you can say about Kile, she’s
unpredictable.”

“Unpredictable or not, we have to find her,” Tullner
said as he headed for the exit. Sandson and Anurr quickly fell in
behind him.

Carter grabbed Daniel by the arm. “Where are the
valrik?” he asked.

“Oh, them, they went home.” Daniel replied.

When they exited the mines, they were met by Browne,
who seemed agitated.

“You’ve got to see this, guys.” He said, pointing to
the sky.

Tullner looked up and squinted as the morning light
reached his eyes.

“What am I looking at?” he asked.

“I see it.” Anurr said. “What is it? It looks like a
large bird.”

“That’s no bird.” Browne said, shaking his head.
“That, my friend, is a dragon.”
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They circled the stone city three times trying to
locate the others, but Kile didn’t care. For the first time in a
long time she felt free. She was flying, really flying. Not
vicariously through the eyes of a bird, but actually sorting
through the clouds. Granted, she was riding on the back of
Umingoth, but it was the closest she would ever get to the real
thing. It was the greatest sensation of her life, and she wished it
would never end. Alex, on the other hand, was looking a little
green.

The sun was now rising over the eastern lands, over
the realm of Aru, but she turned her eyes west, to the lush green
lands on the far side of the desert.

“What is over there?” she asked Umingoth.

-I do not know.-

The dragon replied, he slowly turned west.

-Long has it been since I have spread my wings. Much
has changed in the years I have been imprisoned. We can go see, if
you wish.-

She wanted desperately to say yes, but she knew she
couldn’t. Not yet, she told herself. There will come a time when
she will be able to, but it wasn’t now. The west would have to wait
a little while longer.

“There’s still too much we have to do,” she told
him. “We have to find my friends, then we have to return and warn
the King.”

-As you wish, but you may already be too late.-

Umingoth turned away from the green lands. Steadying
his wings, he banked right, and turned into the rising sun.

“What do you mean, it may be too late?” Kile asked.
“Do you know what Ravenshadow was planning?”

-Of course I do. As I said, he did not think I could
understand him, so he spoke at length of his plans in my
presence.-

“Why haven’t you told me this before?”

-You never asked.-

“I’m asking now. What is Ravenshadow’s plan? What
did he need you for?”

-Ravenshadow has sent vir into the Northlands. They
have plundered and burned villages, all in the name of your
King.-

“But we’ve never had any problems with the north
folk.”

-It does not matter. At this time, the vir of the
north have raised an army, bent on revenge. They only await the
proper moment.-

Of course, with the Callor province under the rule
of Lord Rimes and occupied by the valrik, and with most of the
King’s Command stretched out along the wasteland’s border, King
Roland would have no other choice but to pull the rear guard in to
confront the threat on his front doorstep. It would leave most of
the northeastern territory undefended. Then the men of Rojan would
ride into the Kingdom of Aru unchallenged.

“So, you were supposed to be the proper moment,”
Kile shouted. “You were going to lead the invasion?”

-That is what he had in mind.-

Umingoth replied.

With a dragon leading the northern men, the damage
would have been catastrophic. There weren’t too many armies that
could stand against the might of a dragon. But still, it didn’t
make any sense. By destroying the outpost of Moran, they prevented
the valrik from reinforcing Lord Rimes. The valrik were held in the
Denal province, and Lord Rimes was out of the picture. There is no
longer a threat to Azintar, which meant the rear guard would remain
stationed in the city. And with the dragon no longer under
Ravenshadow’s control, not that he ever was, the north folk would
be riding into a massacre. If this was Ravenshadow’s full plan, it
was falling apart all around him.

“Down there,” Alex shouted, pointing to a handful of
figures who were moving away from the stone city and heading back
up into the hills.

“They must be heading back to the camp,” Kile
replied.

“Does that mean we get to land?”

“We’ll be on the ground soon.”

Instead of going directly back to camp, she had
Umingoth circle the hills. Kile tried to tell herself it was
because she wanted to make sure no one was converging on the site,
but the truth was, she was reluctant to give up flying so soon.
When she ran out of excuses, she urged Umingoth to the ground.

She had hoped he would be discrete, landing a few
yards away from the camp, so as not to cause too much of a
disturbance, but Umingoth had his own ideas. He not only land in
the middle of the campsite, he actually made it a point to land on
the tent. His back foot crushing the canvas structure and his wings
stirred up the sands of the desert, creating a small dust storm.
Men, Ogres, dogs and horses ran in all directions at his arrival;
all but Grim refused to move. The mountain pony stood silently and
watched with interest as the dragon descended.

Umingoth landed and tucked his leathery wings to his
body. He lowered himself to the ground all while keeping an eye on
the mountain pony. Grim never blinked, or if he did, it was
difficult to tell under all that hair.

Kile slid off the dragon’s back, using his front leg
as a gangplank. Once she was on the ground, she helped Alex down.
He was a little wobbly and ended up falling on his ass.

“That is the last time I’m riding one of those,” he
said when he was finally on the ground. “If man was meant to fly,
it was definitely not on the back of a dragon.”

Kile left him where he sat and headed to where Grim
was waiting for her.

-Wonderful, a large lizard. Is he joining our
rag-tag army now?-

The mountain pony asked.

“Umingoth has agreed to help.” Kile replied. “So be
nice.”

-Oh, so the lizard has a name.-

Grim snorted.

-Don’t place too much into what a dragon says, they
are not known for their truthfulness or their trust.-

-So says a mountain pony.-

Umingoth replied.

“Okay, knock it off. I have enough problems to deal
with, without having to separate the two of you.”

-He started it.-

Umingoth grumbled.

Daniel was the first to approach, although he kept a
safe distance from the dragon. He was so nervous in Umingoth’s
presence, he hadn’t realized he was standing beside Grim. He tried
to say something, but the only thing that came out was Kile, drake,
and flatlands.

“It’s all right Danny,” she told him, as she
extended a hand to allow an overly excited Vesper to run up her
arm. He took his place on her shoulder and she scratched the
yarrow’s head. “He’s on our side, for the moment,” she added.

-Don’t be so sure.-

Grim mumbled.

“That is… the drake…?”

“Yes, this is Umingoth, the drake of the flatlands
and the last of the class A open scripts.”

“What in all the realms?”

Kile spun around to see Tullner standing off to one
side. The young soldier adjusted his glasses as if he wasn’t sure
he was seeing what he was seeing.

“Tullner, you’re alright,” she said, running to him.
“Is Carter…?”

“He’s fine.” Tullner replied, his eyes never leaving
the dragon, who was now watching him with an equal amount of
suspicion. “What’s going on here?”

“It’s a long story and I don’t think we have much
time,” she explained. “Ravenshadow has been stirring up trouble in
Rojan. They believe King Roland is trying to advance into the
northern territory.”

“Well, that’s ridiculous. There’s been a treaty with
Rojan since the days of King Waltair II.”

“I don’t think that matter. They already think we
broke the treaty.”

“Even if they do try to invade Aru, the King’s
Command is still stationed in Azintar.” Browne said from a safe
distance away. “It won’t be much of a battle.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” Tullner replied. “My
grandfather told me stories about the wars in the north. The
northern men will not go down easily. Rojan is not a nation to be
taken lightly”

“But they will go down.” Browne said, and he dared
to a few steps closer. “Maybe it’s for the better.”

“How can you say that?” Kile asked. “The men of the
north have no stake in this war. They didn’t ask for it, they don’t
want it, they’re just defending their homeland.”

“Not to mention the fact it will split the forces
between two fronts.” Tullner replied. “We’ll be at war, not only
with the Uhyre along the wasteland, but with the Rojan from the
north.”

“That might be, but there’s nothing we can do about
it.” Daniel added. “By now, Larks has already brought our message
to Colonel Barshed.”

Kile had all but forgotten about Larks. The Hunter
left days ago. He should have easily arrived with the message by
now. Not only will the King’s guard be waiting for the Rojan, but
so will the troops of the King’s Command, who were stationed in
Callor.

“I’m afraid Danny’s right.” Tullner added. “There
really is nothing we can do about it.”

“We have to try.” she told them.

“Try what? For all we know, the war could have
already started. There’s no way we can get there in time.” Tullner
explained.

“Grim,” she said, turning toward the mountain pony.
“He may not be as fast as Larks, but he can run day and night
without needing rest.”

“You aren’t seriously thinking of riding all the way
back to Callor on that horse, are you?” Tullner asked.

“What, me, no of course not.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“You’re going to.”

Tullner looked at Kile, then at Grim. The pony
didn’t appear to be any happier with the idea.

“You’re mad.” he replied.

“It has to be you.” she explained. “You’re the
commanding officer of Perha Squad. They’ll have to listen to
you.”

“Oh yeah, if they don’t clap me in irons first for
going AWOL, and that’s just assuming I actually reach Callor in one
piece, and your horse doesn’t try to kill me on the way.”

Kile stared at the mountain pony. “Grim will behave
himself, because I don’t have time to argue with him,” she
said.

-Fine, if that’s what you want. But you will owe
me.-

Grim answered.

“Wouldn’t it be easier if you went?” Daniel asked.
“I mean, you understand Grim, and you’re the only one who can
control him.”

“No. For starters, they already think I’m a loon. I
seriously doubt if they’ll take my word for anything. If you
remember, I tried to assassinate the Alva ambassadors.”

“Oh year, I forgot about that.”

“Besides, I have to try to stop the war, before it
gets started, if I’m not too late.”

“And how are you planning on doing that?” Tullner
asked.

“Simple. The same way Ravenshadow wanted to start
it. Umingoth is going to fly Alex and me to Rojan.”

“We’re going to what, now?” Alex asked.

Kile waved him away. “It’ll be fine,” she said.

“Wait-- you’re going to take a dragon into a hostile
territory, and then do what?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t know, I’ll think of something when I get
there.”

“You’re more likely to start a war than end one.”
Tullner pointed out.

“Maybe not.”

“If you’re really set on flying, why not just go
straight to Callor and deliver the message yourself?”

“You’re forgetting, Loon,” she said, pointing to
herself. “And besides, I have to keep Umingoth out of sight. He’s
the last of his kind. It would be like painting a target on him.
We’ll have vir from both sides trying to see who can knock him out
of the sky first.”

“I don’t know about this,” Daniel protested.

“Look, I’m all out of ideas, so unless you can think
of something...”

All Daniel could do was shake his head. He had known
Kile for too long to believe he could change her mind once it was
set.

Kile turned to the dragon. “What do you say,
Umingoth? Care to spread your wings once more?”

-As long as you keep your side of the bargain, I
will keep mine.-

“You ready Alex?”

“You’ve got to be kidding. I just got off that ride,
why would I want to get back on?” he asked.

“Because it’s going to be the greatest story you’ll
ever tell,” she replied.

“Yeah, well, assuming I survive, and besides, I can
always make up a story, I don’t’ necessarily have to be a part of
it.”

“Well, I’m sure it will impress Emara.”

Alex went silent for a moment, then grinned.
“Alright, I’m sold, let’s go,” he said.

 


Kile took a few minutes with Grim, trying to
convince the mountain pony not to cause any trouble for Tullner.
First she tried reasoning with him, and then she tried to pander to
his good nature, unfortunately, he didn’t seem to have one. She
even went as far as to threaten him, but by now he knew she would
never follow through with sending him back to the north folk. As a
last resort she had to bribe him.

“So, is this going to work?” asked Tullner.

“It’ll be fine.” she said. “All you have to do is
hold on and keep your head down. I doubt if you’ll be able to steer
him in any direction he doesn’t want to go, but I don’t think he’ll
deliberately put you in danger.”

“Well, that’s reassuring.”

“I’ve also advised him to take a break every so
often. So you can stretch your legs or do… you know, what you need
to do.”

“Thanks, I was kind of wondering about that. I don’t
think I would last the whole way without stopping. He won’t, you
know, take off without me, while I’m stretching my legs, will
he?”

“He’d better not.” Kile said, eyeing Grim. “He knows
that, in order to get his apple pie, he has to get you to Forthbar
in one piece. That’s the deal.”

“Apple pie?”

“It’s a long story,” she said, waving it off.

“I’ll take your word for it,” Tullner said. He
looked over to where Alex was waiting nervously. “You guys going to
be okay? I mean, taking a dragon over the spine of the world is not
an everyday event.”

Kile grinned. “Don’t worry about us,” she said. “You
have enough to worry about. Just get to Colonel Barshed or Guild
Master Latherby. They’ll know what to do.”

“Well then, I guess I’m off,” Tullner said as he
nervously approached the mountain pony. Grim just gave him a
sideways glare, and Kile wasn’t sure who was in more danger, her
with the dragon or Tullner with the pony.

Grabbing a handful of mane, the soldier easily threw
himself onto Grim’s back. He held himself still for a few minutes,
for fear of being thrown off, but the pony hardly moved.

“So far so good.” He grinned as he started to ease
up. “Look, Ki, when this is all over, and assuming we survive, you
want to...”

Tullner never finished what he was going to ask her.
Grim was on his way to Forthbar, whether or not the soldier was
ready. If Tullner hadn’t been holding on tight, he would’ve rolled
off the back of the mountain pony when he bolted. She watched them
for a while as they grew smaller in the distance, and couldn’t help
but wonder what he was going to ask her. She had an idea, but she
would never dare voice it.

“Tullner’s off then?” Daniel asked as he came up
behind her.

“Looks that way.” She smiled. “You guys going to be
all right taking the long route?”

“Not like we have much of a choice.” He replied as
they started back toward the camp. “What are we going to do about
Marcus?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean, are we going to turn him in, or what?”

“For what?”

“Kile, he betrayed us.”

She paused for a moment, but didn’t look at him. She
had thought the very same thing, but now she had her doubts. “I’ve
been thinking about that,” she said. “I’m not sure he really
did.”

“How can you say that? Didn’t he orchestrate this
whole thing?”

That might have been an over-exaggeration. He may
have had a hand in bringing her back to the wastelands, but surely,
Daniel couldn’t blame him for setting the situation up. It’s not
like Marcus started the war.

“He only did what any Hunter is supposed to do.” She
said, finally looking at. “He had an assignment, and he saw it
through by any means necessary. Isn’t that what they taught us back
at the Academy? It doesn’t matter how a mission is completed, only
that it’s completed successfully. About the only thing we could
really take to the Guild is the fact that he used his Edge on
Carter. Beyond that, I don’t think the Guild will do anything.”

“It doesn’t seem right.”

“I know what you mean, but that’s just the way of
things,” she shrugged. “Besides, once it gets out he can’t be
trusted and he betrayed his friends for a bit of gold, I think the
popularity he craves so much will be harder to come by.”

“Do you really think people will find out?”

Kile laughed. “Are you kidding? Alex has probably
already written the story of the White Haired Hunter’s betrayal. By
this time next year, it will be told in every pub from the Fennel
woods to Baxter’s Bay.”

“I hope you’re right.” Daniel replied as they
continued to walk.

“Watch over Lore and Nova for me, and take Rose back
with you, will you?” she asked.

“Rose?”

“Yeah, Marcus’s horse. Take her back to Forthbar, to
the Guild house there. They’ll watch over her until Marcus finds
his way back. Maybe a long walk out of the wastelands will teach
him some humility.”

“You’ll be returning to Forthbar, when this is all
over?” he asked.

“Of course,” she replied. “We’ll meet up at the
Flatten Sparrow. You, me, Alex and Carter. I think we all have a
few stories to share.”

“Sounds like a date.” Daniel replied. “Maybe we can
invite Taugh and Ertgoth, I’m sure that will raise a few
eyebrows.”

Kile laughed. “Can you image if we showed up with
two Ogre.” She said. “Actually, they’ve already on their way back
to Cabargbu to tell Sugorim everything that’s happened.”

“Already? I thought for sure they’d see us off.”

“I think seeing their god with their own eyes might
have been too much for them,” she said. “Besides, Sugorim has to
understand what he has in his possession.”

“You mean Umingoth’s egg. I wouldn’t want to be
around when that thing hatches.”

“Yeah, who would?” she asked nervously.

They walked on a little further until they got
closer to where Umingoth was waiting. The dragon seemed impatient
and ready to go, unlike Alex, who appeared to be dreading every
moment. The young Hunter sat nervously to one side, probably trying
to psych himself up for the next flight. This one wasn’t going to
be as easy as sailing across the wastelands.

“I guess this is my ride.” Kile said.

“Be careful, come back in one piece.”

“Hey, this is me you’re talking to,” she grinned.
“Besides, I’ll have Alex watching my back.”

“Yeah, well, make sure he comes back in one piece as
well.”

“If anything happens to him, I’m going to have one
irate mystic on my ass,” she laughed.

Daniel eyed her suspiciously. “Are you sure you’re
okay?” he asked.

“Of course I am, why?”

“You seem a lot more… relaxed, since you came back
with that dragon.”

“That’s probably because Umingoth broke something
inside me,” she said, pointing to her head. “Everything’s a little
off kilter at the moment.”

“What do you mean, broke something?”

“This is not the time, I have to get going.” She
replied. “You ready Alex?”

“Of course not.” The young Hunter shouted back.

Turning to Daniel, she could see the concern on his
face. “I’ll be fine,” she said, although she wasn’t sure if she
believed it herself.

When she reached Umingoth, the dragon stretched his
leg out for her to climb on and she took her place just below his
shoulder blades. They had tied a bit of rope around his chest to
give both her and Alex something to hold onto, as there was no
suitable tack for a dragon in the vicinity. Umingoth didn’t seem
too pleased at having a rope tied around him, but he eventually
agreed after a bit of persuasion. Kile placed Vesper in the satchel
before helping Alex on.

“See you in Forthbar.” Kile shouted to Daniel as
Umingoth stood up and spread his wings.

He shouted something back, but she couldn’t hear him
over the sound of the dragon taking flight. His wings pushed down
great columns of air, throwing up sand in all directions. Daniel
shielded his eyes and took cover behind the rocks as the dragon
finally gained some altitude. Within moments the ground dropped
away from them and once more, Kile was flying.

This was nothing like their short trips circling the
desert. This time Umingoth put some distance between them and the
earth. The clouds were now beneath them, and they were heading
north. The jagged ice-covered peaks of the mountain were quickly
coming into the view. This was the spine of the world, the natural
barrier which divided the Kingdom of Aru from the Kingdom of
Rojan.

Not even the red-shouldered hawk, which flew the
mountains over Callor, could give Kile a view such as the one she
was seeing with her own eyes. If only she could spread her own
wings and take to the sky whenever she wanted to, and not be
hindered by the earth.

Umingoth banked east and caught the updraft coming
around the spire. Kile closed her eyes and spread her arms, feeling
the wind blowing through her hair. Alex just got greener by the
moment.

The distance was far, but they were making good
time. They stopped only once on a small plateau, where no vir had
ever set foot. There wasn’t much of a view as they were still above
the cloud line. It was a landscape of fluffy cotton, which
stretched out as far as the eye could see. After a quick meal, of
which Alex ate very little, they set off once again.

-We should be reaching the point where the mountains
of Kutharlug and the mountains of Kakgreac refuse to meet. It was
once called the passage of Lutmorli, but I do not know what it is
called now.-

Umingoth said.

“And you believe this is where the Rojan will try to
enter Aru?” she asked.

-There is no other place. To try and enter the
southern land over the mountain would be treacherous at best.-

As they pushed further east the clouds began to thin
and Umingoth started to descend. Breaking through the haze of the
clouds, the forest and fields finally came into view. They were
over the great city of Azintar, and as mighty as it was, it was but
a small black box on the landscape.

“Kile, look,” Alex shouted, pointing down to the
fields north of the city.

“We need to go lower,” she told the dragon. Umingoth
said nothing as they dropped even closer to the ground, but she
could tell he was not very happy with the risk she was taking. She
could only hope the fact that nobody would expect to see a dragon
flying over the city, would be enough to keep them safe.

“What do you make of that?” Alex asked.

It was not good. Even if Larks did manage to get the
message to Colonel Barshed sooner than they calculated, there was
no way they should have amassed an army the size of the one that
was now marching out of Azintar. Like a long black snake it
slithered through the fields, heading north toward the Lutmorli
pass.

“How are we supposed to stop that?” he asked.

She didn’t have an answer. She told Tullner she
would think of something once she arrived, but now that she was
here, nothing came to mind. Would it be worth landing and trying to
speak to the commanding officer? Probably not, her experience with
the military wasn’t very amicable. Even though she now knew
Sergeant Wargner’s mind had been scrambled by Marcus prior to the
mission into Denal, it still didn’t explain the thinking behind the
decision to send them there in the first place. Besides, most of
the officers believed her to be insane.

The ring, she thought, looking at the golden symbol
on her finger. She had forgotten all about it. Would evoking the
name of the King be enough to stop the advance? Probably not. Even
if it did, it wouldn’t stop the Rojan.

“Umingoth, get us to the pass,”

-As you wish.-

He swooped down, turned north and flew back toward
the mountains. Now that they were closer to the ground, she could
gauge the speed of the dragon as the fields rolled away from under
her. If the column kept its pace, the army would reach Lutmorli by
the first light of day.

The mouth of the pass was enormous, and Umingoth’s
description was quite accurate. The two mountain ranges didn’t
meet. It was almost as if they had been placed side by side, they
just didn’t line up. A strip of land ran between them with
Kutharlug on the west side and Kakgreac on the east. It defiantly
wasn’t a straight path since it meandered back and forth. In some
places it was wider than the city of Azintar itself. An entire army
could walk abreast. In other places it narrowed considerably, but
it was still wide enough to hold a decent battle.

As they flew through the pass they could hear the
sounds of the advancing army, that’s when Umingoth decided to
ascend. It would not do to meet the Rojan in such tight
quarters.

“Alex, you know what to do.” Kile said, as the
dragon gained height.

It was a simple illusion, one that he had performed
many times, but not on such a large target. Kile couldn’t tell if
it actually worked, but she knew something was happening when the
world began to ripple around her.

“Is that it?” she asked.

“I think so.” Alex replied.

If he was right, and the illusion worked, then
Umingoth was invisible, if he was wrong, they would soon find out
as they continued further down the pass. It wasn’t long before the
found the northern army.

The Rojan were no less impressive than the King’s
Command. They were large men on large horses and they looked to be
prepared for a long, drawn out battle. This was not going to be
some small skirmish, like they were dealing with at the edge of the
wastelands, this was going to be a campaign.

They were moving at a fair pace, and would reach the
end of the pass by nightfall, unless they could be slowed down, or
stopped altogether. How do two Hunters go about stopping an
advancing army? Kile hated riddles, but like all riddles, the
answer was usually obvious, once you understood the question.

“Umingoth, can you bring down that mountain?” Kile
asked, pointing to a section of the pass behind them. A section,
the main body of the Rojan army was quickly approaching and the
vanguard had already passed. It was the narrowest spot they had
seen so far along the length of the Lutmorli, so narrow, a dozen
horses might have been able to walk side by side, but only if the
riders held their breaths.

-I can, if that is what you wish.-

The dragon replied, there was no hesitation in his
voice. He would have no problem dropping the side of a mountain
onto the advancing army. Alex wasn’t so willing.

“You can’t,” he shouted from behind her. “You said
it yourself, they don’t want this battle.”

“They can’t fight a battle if they can’t reach it,”
Kile replied. “We just have to turn them around.”

“How?” he asked.

“That’s where the plan gets a little sticky,” she
explained. “We’ll have to get a lot closer.”

“How much closer?”

“Like, on the ground, closer.”

“I was afraid of that.” Alex replied. “Can’t
Umingoth just scare them back to Rojan?” he asked.

“And let everyone know there are still dragons in
the world,” she said. “I won’t expose Umingoth to that danger.”

Was it really the dragon’s safety she was worried
about, or their contract? Umingoth could probably handle the Rojan
army, but if he couldn’t, if something happened to him, then she
became the proud parent of a bouncy baby dragon. She really wasn’t
ready to take on that responsibility yet.

“So, what’s the plan?” Alex asked.

“It’s simple, you take care of the main army and
I’ll take care of the vanguard.”

“Oh, is that all?”

The bend in the pass was the only place they could
land without being spotted. The vanguard had just rounded the bend
and was moving out of sight, the main force hadn’t even come into
view yet. Umingoth set down gently in the narrow corridor.

“You’ll have to stay out of sight until the vanguard
have been turned around.” Kile told the dragon as she
dismounted.

-I still think your vir had the right idea.-

Umingoth replied.

-Allow me to take care of your enemies for you.-

“No, I want you to block the pass, and that’s all.
Once that’s done, you should make yourself scarce, you should go
back to the wastelands, before you’re spotted. Leave the vir
alone.”

-If that is what you want.-

Umingoth replied, and his words were filled with a
sense of irony she couldn’t understand. Something about the
situation amused him, but she didn’t have time to figure it out.
The vanguard was moving farther away and the main body was getting
ever closer. When Alex finally dismounted, falling the last few
feet onto his backside, the dragon stretched out his wings and took
flight. It only took him a few moments to gain enough altitude to
disappear over the lip of the cliffs, leaving Kile and Alex alone
in the valley.

“He is coming back, right? I mean, he is going to
block the pass?” Alex asked.

Kile didn’t answer because she wasn’t sure. They had
a contract, and she had every intention of honoring her side of it,
but she wasn’t sure about him. Grim had warned her not to enter
into agreements with dragons, but then, she was sure people would
have warned her about entering into agreements with mountain
ponies. Either way, it was out of her hands now. She could only do
what she could and leave the rest up to Umingoth.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

“I think so.” Alex replied. He seemed a little
nervous, and she knew she was asking a lot of him. But if anyone
could pull it off, she knew he could.

“What about you?” he asked. “Are you going to be all
right?”

“I should be,” she replied. “Just make sure you’re
on the right side of the pass when Umingoth seals it off.”

Alex grinned. “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “I
don’t want to spend the rest of my life telling stories to the
Rojan.”

Closing her eyes, Kile fell into her Edge and pulled
the feral side to the surface. It was like a fire which coursed
through her body, filling every part of her with an inner warmth.
Her senses were suddenly awakened and she was aware of everything
around her. She could feel the cold northern wind brushing against
her skin and the vibrations under her feet from the advancing army.
She could smell the vir on their horses, riding further south and
it filled her with a need to hunt.

Without saying another word to Alex, she was off,
tracking the scent of the vanguard through the pass. She was moving
swiftly over the uneven ground, faster than even the horses of the
northern army. She kept to the higher ground, closer to the valley
walls, so as not to be seen. The tall brush scratched at her arms
and her face, but she never let it slow her down.

When the scent got stronger, she reached out with
her consciousness, touching the will of the horses. The northern
mounts were loyal. As with all horses, they did not go against
their riders without reason. But she had no time for reason. Even
if they would listen to her, what could she tell them? She may be
able to persuade a few of them to turn back, but they numbered
close to fifty and she needed them all to turn back. She could
convince them, if she had time, but she didn’t think the riders
would sit still long enough for her to try. Besides, Alex may be
able to cast an illusion to stop the advance army in their tracks.
But for how long? He had already expended too much energy keeping
Umingoth hidden from sight. That left her with only one choice.

She finally caught up to them around the last bend.
They were moving at a slow, steady pace, but that was to be
expected, advancing into enemy territory. They had no idea the
King’s Command was still a day’s ride away. As far as they knew,
the entire Aruvian army could be around the next corner.

Making for the higher ground on the eastern side of
the pass, she stopped on one of the lower ledges to get a better
idea of what she was about to do. The vanguard was still moving
away from her, and there appeared to be more men than she had
anticipated. Closing her eyes, she stretched out her consciousness
once again, but this time she didn’t just touch the minds of the
horses, she forced her will upon them. She could feel the black,
sticky strands reaching out from within her, as they stretched
across the landscape, entangling them.

It had been a long time since she had used the
Maligar in this manner. She hated what she was about to do, and she
hated the way it made her feel, but if she wanted to prevent a
second war, she had no other choice. She would never attempt this
with the Valgar. They were a part of the Maligar and their wills
were so strong, she could easily lose herself to their madness. But
the Rojan mounts were of her world.

The black strands wrapped tightly around her and
stretched out through the vanguard, stabbing at the horses’ minds.
She could feel herself merging with them. First one, then two, then
a dozen. With each connection she was divided. The first few were
always easy but soon she became disoriented. One moment she was
standing on a ledge overlooking the pass, the next moment she was
walking among the horses with a northerner on her back. The vir was
heavy, weighted down with his weapons and armor, not to mention the
fact that he stank of fur, sweat and leather. As she continued to
follow the lead horses, she was pulled back through memories, all
the way back to the mouth of Lutmorli, but it was covered with ice
and snow. This was what the pass looked like from the northern
side, high within the spine of the world, but the memories didn’t
stop there. She was pulled back even further to the Rojan
settlements where she waited in the stables as the men prepared to
march. The small community seemed primitive when compared to the
sprawling cities of Aru.

As she waited, a rider approached. He was one of the
largest vir she had ever seen. He stood over six feet tall and was
as wide as any two vir she had ever met. His hair was long and
braided down his back and he was sporting a thick, full beard which
hid most of his face. He was dressed in furs, to keep out the cold
northern winds, and wore a great sword strapped a crossed his back.
She was positive he would be more than a match for Master Boraro
and almost wished she could see her old weapons’ master try to
defend himself against this Rojan.

Just when she thought this vir was the most
intimidating warrior she had ever laid eyes on, even if they
weren’t her own eyes, a young boy came running out of the crowd
toward him. The vir reached down and scooped the child up with one
hand, as if he was no more than a rag doll, and the child laughed.
He spoke to him in a strange, yet soothing language. Kile couldn’t
understand what he was saying, but the boy could. She could tell by
the look on the child’s face, whatever the man said was not what
the boy wanted to hear. A slender, yet strong woman, with long
blonde hair, stood beside the warrior. She silently took the child
from him. Leaning down, he kissed her gently, and then ruffled the
young boy’s hair. He gave them a smile before turning back toward
Kile, his horse. The joyful look on his face was replaced with a
grim, yet sad expression.

She saw similar scenes play out with several
families as she connected with more and more horses. They all ended
the same way. These were not the faces of men going off to glory
and battle, these were the faces of men leaving all that they cared
about behind in order to defend their homelands. But, during all
these memories, she couldn’t help but feel something was out of
place, something didn’t quite fit in. It took her a few memories,
but she finally spotted it.

A pale man, with a haunted look, was standing in the
crowd, staring at her. He had been there through most of her
memories, but now she took notice of him. He was thin, almost
sickly looking with matted black hair and a stooping posture. He
wasn’t dressed like the other Rojan. His clothes were little more
than rags and he wore no shoes. A man standing in the snow with no
shoes and barely dressed, should have caught someone’s attention,
but no one seemed to notice him. The fact he was staring right at
her was also a bit disquieting. She was, after all, seeing these
memories through the eyes of a horse, and yet she had the strange
feeling this man knew who and what she was. He never moved, he just
stood there with his head slightly tilted and his arm hanging down
by his side. When their eyes finally met, his lips curled up into a
grin, exposing crooked yellow teeth. His eyes widened, and he
started to laugh.

Kile quickly pulled herself back through the
memories, and although the vision was gone, the laugher was still
ringing in her ears. When she opened her eyes, it was dark, but the
night hadn’t fallen yet. She was trapped within the shadows of the
Maligar.

There was no way of telling if she reached all the
horses. Her mind was stretched further than it had ever been
stretched, and she could feel herself slipping away. The darkness
was calling to her, although, for some reason, she felt she had
more control this time. Was it because there were no Valgar in the
region, or was it something else. Umingoth said he broke the
barrier within her. But what did that mean?

There was no time to think about it as she sent her
first command. Most of the horses in the vanguard stopped. It was
an unnatural, sickening sight, because they didn’t stop like
horses. Some stopped in mid stride, a few nearly toppled over. It
was as if she was playing with marionettes, pulling on their thick
black sticky strings. The riders were bewildered. Some shouted,
some cursed, and some, she thought, even prayed.

Now what? Keep the command simple, but make it
powerful.

-Home-

With every bit of her strength she forced the word
into each of the horses, filling it with visions of the Rojan
village. She could feel the strands tightening around her, she
could feel the darkness drawing her in, she could hear the
laughter. She needed to maintain the connection as long as she
could. Break it now and the horses would be back under the control
of the riders, and then all of this would be for nothing. There
would be little chance of her seizing control again. The darkness
was now descending, the shadows were getting closer, the laugher
was growing louder, but the horses were going home. Even those who
weren’t under her control followed the lead horses as they turned
around in the valley and headed back north to Rojan.

Kile watched as the riders did everything in their
power to regain control. Some even dismounted to help their
colleagues, and even though they were able to stop a few of the
horses with brute strength, they couldn’t stop them all. Eventually
they had no other choice but to return to the main force, since
that’s the direction their mounts were carrying them in. One Rojan,
whose horse was not entangled by the black strands of the Maligar,
dismounted. The vir looked a little nervous as he cautiously walked
forward to stand in the area where they had first lost control of
their mounts. Reaching down, he took a handful of dirt and cast it
in the air. He watched as the winds carried it away, and he must
not have liked what he saw. After making a quick gesture, some sort
of sign to either appease the gods or ward off evil, he jumped back
onto his horse. The last thing Kile remembered was watching him
ride away, and wondering if Alex was able to keep the main force
from reaching the narrow section of the pass. Beyond that, there
was nothing as the darkness descended.
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When Kile came to, she had no idea where she was.
The only thing she knew for sure was that she was no longer in the
Lutmorli pass. Gone were the mountains and the cold north winds.
The world was dark, and seemed greater than she remembered. The
ground had been scorched as if a great fire swept through, leaving
the earth black and barren. Thick clouds hung low over the horizon,
blocking out the sky so neither sun nor moon could be seen.

When she moved, she felt awkward and clumsy, not
quite herself. When she tried to get to her feet, she ended up
rolling over onto her back. Something was definitely wrong, she
thought, as she tried once more to get up. It probably had
something to do with the fact that her hands were small white paws
and she was covered in fur. She sat down and looked at her feet,
which were abnormally long, or at least they would have been, if
she was still human.

“I’m a rabbit?” she squealed, and then quickly
covered her mouth.

Her voice seemed loud, when there were no other
sounds to compare it to. The world was eerily silent.

Rolling over she fell forward onto her front paws,
then kicked out her back legs, one at a time. She even went as far
as to wiggle her tail. At least everything seemed to be working.
When she moved forward it was in short hops. It was a strange means
of movement, but she never heard any rabbits complain. It didn’t
take her long to get the hang of it, and soon she was moving in
something of a straight line. If only she knew where that line was
headed.

She scanned the horizon for some sign of life, or at
least some destination to aim for. There was nothing out there. No
buildings, no trees, not even a decent sized rock to call a
starting point. Well, she supposed one direction was as good as any
when you didn’t know where you were going.

She continued on her crooked path when her rabbit
ears picked up the first sound that wasn’t made by her. The
rabbit’s sense of hearing was amazing, even when compared to her
own feral senses. It only took her a few seconds to determine how
far away the sound was and in which direction it was coming from.
She stopped and turned around, staring off toward the horizon.
Whatever it was, it was getting louder, which meant it was getting
closer. Then she could see something moving. It was cutting a
straight line across the scorched ground and was heading directly
for her. Her rabbit instincts were telling her to run.

She took off across the barren landscape and soon
learned rabbits were designed for speed. Unfortunately, so was the
creature behind her. She tried cutting back and forth, as she had
seen rabbits do when fleeing predators, but it was no use, it
caught up to her. Barreling over her, it pinned her to the ground,
and she soon found herself looking into the face of a black fox
with crooked yellow teeth. She struggled to get out from under it,
but the fox only laughed and stared at her with a strange, haunted
expression.

Using her powerful back legs, she kicked out from
under the fox, sending him rolling across the ground. He landed in
a heap and lay motionless. Hopping closer, she sniffed the
creature. Although her nose told her it was indeed a fox, it was
like no fox she had ever smelled before.

-What are you? -

She asked.

She wasn’t quite sure if she was speaking as a
rabbit or a vir, or if the fox could even understand her. Nothing,
at the moment, seemed to make sense.

Another short hop brought her closer, but not too
close. If he turned on her, she needed the space to get away.

-Are you okay?-

She asked.

The fox began to shake. At first, she thought it
might have been in pain, that maybe she kicked it a little too
hard. Only when she got closer did she realize he wasn’t suffering,
he was laughing hysterically. Kile backed up as the fox slowly got
to his feet. He turned to face her with that wild haunted look
still in his eyes. His head shifted back and forth in an unnatural,
chopping motion, all the while his eyes followed her. His body
began to contort, his legs grew longer, his chest broader, his head
wider.

She knew she should be running about now, but she
was held in place by his eyes. The fox had transformed into a large
black wolf. When he grinned, he showed the same crooked yellow
teeth. Somehow, that sight broke his hold over her, and she shot
between the wolf’s legs just as its jaws snapped down at her.

She tried to put as much distance between her and
the wolf before he could turn around, but if the fox was fast, the
wolf was faster. It didn’t take him long to catch up. Overtaking
her, he spun around to block her path, and she soon found herself
running toward him. Skidding to a halt, she scrambled to change
directions and tried to outrun him again, but it was no use. The
wolf kept overtaking her. He was playing with her. He could end it
any time he wanted. He had her moving in so many directions she had
no idea which way she was going. As she turned one more time, she
found the wolf standing in front of her once again. She couldn’t
keep this up for much longer, she could already feel her rabbit
feet tiring. Instead of changing directions, she slid into the
wolf, kicking up the blackened dirt into his eyes.

It made a horrible noise, as it rolled around on the
ground. She had no intention of making the same mistake twice and
this time left it to its agony. She needed to find a place to hide,
a place to rest before it recovered enough to pick up the hunt.

-Keep running, this way.-

A voice called out to her.

She didn’t actually hear the voice, not with her
ears. It was inside her head, but she knew in which direction it
was coming from. Now that she had a destination, she was getting
her second wind.

She saw the light first, a faint glow on the
horizon, but it was still some distance away. She didn’t know how
she knew, but she knew if she could reach that light, she would be
safe.

As the light grew brighter, another sound reached
her ears. Someone was screaming, or was that screeching. Her rabbit
instincts told her to move left, so she quickly rolled to one side
as a large black shape dropped out of the sky, striking the ground
beside her before flying away. She only got a glimpse of it, but
she knew what it was.

-Great, now he’s an eagle.-

She cursed.

-Quickly, he’s coming back.-

The voice called out.

-I’m running as fast as I can.-

Kile shouted.

-Watch out.-

The eagle swooped down again, but missed her as she
leapt to the other side. That one was way too close, she was sure
she felt his talons brush the back of her leg. This must be why
rabbits ran from side to side, she realized, and quickly started to
randomly change direction.

As she got closer to the light, she realized what it
was. The large oak tree she had seen in her dreams, but it didn’t
look as grand as it once had. The bark was gray and whole sections
of its crown were missing leaves as if poisoned by blight.
Abandoning her zig-zag course, she ran straight for the tree.

The eagle dropped from the sky, a flash of light
emanated from the tree, and everything went black.
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“Sir.”

“What is it, Corporal?”

“I know you don’t want to be disturbed, but Sorto’s
squad has returned.”

“Very well, wait for me out in the hall.”

There was a bit of noise, followed by a chair
sliding and the sound of soft leather boots walking across the
floor. Kile struggled to open her eyes, but she just didn’t have
the energy, all she could do was lay there and listen to the
conversation.

“Report, Corporal, what did Sorto find?”

“It’s what he didn’t find, sir. The Rojan.”

“No sign of them?”

“None. The Lutmorli pass has been completely sealed
off.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sorto saw it with his own eyes. He said it looked
as if someone pulled down the mountainside”

“I see. How long will it take them to get
through?”

“It’s hard to say. If you have enough men working on
it nonstop, you might see progress by late next year.”

“I see. Anything else?”

“There is one other thing, sir. Mystic Elmac
reports, they may have found the command words.”

“Which command words, Corporal?”

“That’s just it, sir, he’s not entirely sure. The
Alva have not been very helpful.”

“I didn’t really expect them to be.”

“Then why are we still dealing with them, if I may
ask.”

“Because it’s all part of the game, Corporal.”

“As you say, sir. Still, I just don’t trust
them.”

“I trust them as far as I need to. What of Captain
Dotol?”

“He advises no earlier than Saven’s day. With winter
coming, the journey would be too dangerous. Besides, Elmac has
already expressed his desire to postpone until they have more
information.”

“He’s not likely to find any more information… but
perhaps it’s for the best.”

“Oh, sir, there is one more thing?”

“What is it, Corporal?”

“The little bard. He has requested several times if
he may see… her.”

“Yes… yes of course. Tell him he can see her
tomorrow.”

“Thank you, sir, I’ll let him know.”

The leather boots returned, crossing the floor again
to stand at her side. He made no sound, but she knew he was there.
How long he remained, she couldn’t tell. Time had no meaning at the
moment, there was only darkness and silence, and she welcomed
both.

 


“Has she awaken?”

“Not yet… Oh, your highness, I’m sorry I… I
didn’t…”

“Easy there, son. Be seated. It’s Alex, isn’t
it?”

“Yes, your highness, Certified Level Five Hunter,
Alex Bartlow of the Callor province.”

“Yes, I remember you now. You performed for me at
Forthbar a few months back.”

“After the breaking of the siege.”

“Yes, it was quite enjoyable; you’re very
talented.”

“Thank you, sir.”

A chair was moved and the leather boots crossed the
floor. They paused as the man took a seat.

“Have you eaten yet?” he asked.

“Um… well… sort of. I mean, I… I did kinda score a
few slices of bread from the kitchen.”

“Bread? Well, that’s hardly a meal for a savior of
the realm.”

“Believe me, your highness, that’s better than some
of the meals I’ve eaten.”

“Well, let it not be said that anyone goes hungry in
Windfoil. You will be my guest this afternoon, and I will show you
a proper meal.”

“Thank you, sir, but… I should really stay
here.”

“Yes. Yes of course. I’ll have something sent
then.”

“Thank you, sir. I wouldn’t worry sir; it’s happened
before, you know.”

“What has?”

“Her, being like this, it… it happened before, back
at the Academy.”

“Can you tell me about it?”

“Well, there really isn’t much to tell. It was just
after she led all the horses out of a burning barn.”

“Burning barn?”

“Yeah. Eric Rimes, you know, the son of Lord Rimes,
he stole some things from the great hall before setting it on fire,
then he tried to burn down the stables, to cover his escape. Luke,
he was the stablehand back at the Academy, he couldn’t get all the
horses out, so Kile ran into the burning barn to save them.”

“And how did she do that?”

“Well, I don’t really know, but they all followed
her out. Including my own horse, who doesn’t even obey me. After
the horses were clear of the fire, she just… collapsed. We took her
to the halls, and she slept for like five days before she woke
up.”

“So, you think this is the same?”

“Oh, I couldn’t really say, sir. I don’t know much
about it. If Danny were here, he could probably tell you more, but
it was our mystic who treated her back then.”

“Your mystic?”

“Yeah, sir. His name was Morgan, he was our mystic
instructor back at the Academy. If anyone would understand, he
would.”

“Then I will definitely send for him.”

“But they’ve locked themselves within the Tower and
nobody can get in to see them.”

“There are advantages to being the King. I’ll send a
message this afternoon. I believe there are still a few Hunters in
Azintar who could deliver it quickly.”

“I’m sure there are, sir.”

“So, you’re saying this is similar to what happened
back at the Academy.”

“Well, sort of. I mean the passing out thing, yeah.
But the kicking and biting, that was… kinda new.”

 


“And where is she?”

“This way… sir.”

The door opened, chairs moved and something which
sounded like a flapping flag crossed by the foot of her bed.

“Morgan?” Alex shouted. The sound of a chair being
upended punctuated Alex’s surprise at seeing his old mystic arts
instructor.

“Hunter Bartlow, isn’t it?”

There was a familiar voice.

“Ah, yeah… I’m kinda surprised you remembered.”

“It’s hard to forget the only cadet who tried to
bluff his way through the mystic evaluation.”

“Oh, yeah… about that…”

“It is of no concern now. Besides, you passed,
didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah, I guess.”

“Oh yes, before I forget. I have a… message for
you.”

“For me.”

“From one, Emara Lons.”

“From Emara?”

“Ah, yes, here it is. I was instructed to bring this
to you.”

“Sorry, sir.”

There was the sound of someone opening an envelope,
followed by Alex laughing. He quickly caught himself.

“I’ll…”

“Yes… go… read it.” Morgan said with a dismissive
tone.

Small, light feet moved swiftly across the floor.
The door opened, but was closed quickly. Something jumped on the
bed beside her and made its way up to her pillow. It was small and
furry.

“I’m sorry about that, your highness.”

“Think nothing of it, master Morgan. Ah, to be young
once again.”

“I prefer not to remember my youth. So, how long has
she been like this?”

“About three days now.”

“And how did it happen?”

“We’re not exactly sure. We received word of a
possible attack from the Lutmorli pass. The Rojan have been
agitated as of late. When the company reached the pass, they found
young Bartlow. And he led them to Miss Veller.”

“I see, and was she in this state when they reached
her?”

“Not quite. The reports say she was incoherent, sort
of in and out. When the men went to help her, she… attacked
them.”

“Attacked them? Are you sure?”

“One man suffered a few broken ribs from where she
kicked him, and a second soldier was bitten on the arm. After that,
they said she tried to… hop away.”

“Hop… away?”

“Yes, Master Morgan. That is how they described it.
After that, she just collapsed. They brought her here as quickly as
possible.”

“I see. Have there been any strange… incidences,
since she’s been like this?”

“Incidences, I don’t think I quite understand…”

“Anything out of the ordinary, anything which may be
contributed to mystic energy. A floating orb or things bursting
into flame, maybe even animals acting strangely or… you know…
things out of the ordinary.”

“No, not that I’m aware of.”

“Good… good, that’s good to hear. You can leave
now.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You can leave. Your presence here is no longer
necessary.”

“My presence? Master Morgan, I have no intention of
leaving…”

“Your highness, I understand your feelings toward
the young lady, I really do.”

“My feelings… now wait one moment…”

“But if I’m to do a thorough examination, I must ask
you to leave.”

“A thorough…”

“Yes, a thorough examination.”

“Oh… yes of course. I’ll leave you to it. If there
is anything that I can get you…”

“No, just leave. I will let you know of my
findings.”

The soft leather boot moved across the floor once
gain. The door was opened and there was a long delay before it
closed, followed by a few minutes of silence.

“You might as well open your eyes, child. I know
you’re faking it.”

Kile opened her eyes and looked over at Morgan. The
old mystic hadn’t changed much, since the last time she’d seen him.
He was still draped in his yellow robes, with his wired rimmed
glasses perched on his long crooked nose. He studied her with a
quizzical look.

“Your bedside manner has improved,” she said as she
tried to sit up. “And for the record, I wasn’t always faking.”

Vesper climbed up on her shoulder and she stroked
the yarrow’s head.

“No, I didn’t think you were.” Morgan replied. “Not
until I came in.”

“It’s complicated.”

“I see.” The mystic said, removing his glasses. He
started to clean the lens with the cuff of his robe. “Could this
have anything to do with the King’s feelings toward you?”

“Absolutely not. There is nothing there.” she
shouted, and then asked, a little more quietly. “Why, what have you
heard?”

Morgan laughed. “Let us just say your friend, Mr.
Bartlow, has been keeping our young Emara up on the local
events.”

“Wonderful, I can only imagine what he’s been
telling her.”

“I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.
Simple gossip, I suppose. But enough about that. How are you
feeling?”

“Like I’m slowly losing my mind, or maybe I’ve
already lost it.”

“You seem quite lucid at the moment.”

“You heard what they said. I kick one soldier, bit
another and then I tried to… hop away. That’s not exactly the
actions of sane person.”

“No, this is true. Do you remember any of it?”

“Well, not exactly. I mean. I don’t remember
fighting with soldiers, but I do remember…”

“Yes?”

“I remember being a rabbit,” she admitted, but
saying it out loud didn’t make is any more real, it only made it
more embarrassing, and it didn’t help when Morgan gave her that
look.

“A rabbit?” he asked.

“I know, I know, I sound insane,” she replied.

“Let us put aside the insanity label for now, and
tell me what happened.”

“It’s the Maligar, it’s not what we thought it
was.”

“I know you are not very fond of that particular
skill, but with all power…”

“That’s just it, it’s not just a skill. It’s
alive.”

“Alive? I don’t understand.”

“Neither did I at first, but the more I’ve used it,
the more entangled with it I’ve become. I’ve seen it. It’s been
calling to me, from the dark places of the world. I can hear
it.”

“Can you hear it now?”

Kile closed her eyes and listened. Somewhere deep in
the back of her mind, on the very edge of her senses, she could
hear the whispering, and the laughter.

“Yes,” she replied. “It’s far away, but it’s still
there, it’s still calling. And I’m not the only one who hears it.
Vesper hears it too, so does Grim.”

Getting up from his chair, Morgan started to pace
the floor. He looked worried. Kile knew it was never a good sign
when a mystic looked worried.

“Why do I have a feeling this isn’t entirely new to
you?” she asked.

“Because it’s not. The Maligar is a perversion of
nature, of the natural world.”

“You knew this? You knew this and you made me use
it.”

“No, you have to understand, Kile. This skill you
have, it is unique. Even the Alva, who were supposedly gifted with
these abilities, never showed the same level you have. You are
Orceen, but you know that already, don’t you?”

“I’ve come to accept it, yes.”

“We don’t know much about them, I’m afraid. About
the only thing we could say for sure, is that they were here. Ever
since Erin Silvia, told me about your… feral episodes, I have spent
my time trying to find out as much about the Orceen as I could, but
there is very little information. Most of it was lost with the
Alva. They had a closer relationship with the Orceen than we
did.”

“Then what have you found out. You did find
something out… didn’t you?”

“As a matter of fact, I did, at least I think I did.
You see, the Maligar wasn’t simply a means of controlling animals,
it was meant for much more than that. It was a merging of mind,
body and soul, a form of meditation, if you will. It was the
highest level of consciousness the Orceen could achieve with the
natural world. And, from that connection, they took away…
something, but they also left something behind.”

“What did they take away and what did they leave
behind?”

“I’m afraid only the Orceen knew for certain. Not
even the Alva, who learned so much from them, could make that
connection. There were some scattered texts about them inheriting
traits from animals they connected with, whether that refers to the
Maligar, I simply don’t know. As to what they left behind…”

“Their sanity,” Kile added.

“I doubt it.” Morgan replied.

“Is that it?” she asked.

“Well, there were a few other bits and pieces I was
able to pull together.” Morgan said, finally returning to his seat.
“There was quite a bit that just didn’t make sense, I just assumed
most of it was symbolic. Worlds beyond worlds, realms beyond
realms, a collective consciousness and even something about a world
tree, but as I said, most of it was just symbolic.”

World tree? Worlds beyond words? Was that where she
was, in a world beyond a world? The idea of actually being
somewhere and not being somewhere was a bit too much to handle at
the moment.

“So, I’m losing myself to this… Maligar. Is that
what you are trying to say?”

“But that’s just it, you shouldn’t be.” Morgan
replied, leaning back in his chair. He sighed and shook his head.
“There is just no way of telling until we understand what the
Maligar is, and, more importantly, what it is doing to you.”

“And how do we do that?” she asked.

“We perform a few experiments.”

“Experiments? What kind of experiments?”

Kile wasn’t sure she liked the idea of deliberately
poking the Maligar to gauge its reaction. She had come too close to
losing herself, what if she wasn’t able to find her way back.

“I can assure you, the experiments will be safe,”
Morgan said, clearly seeing the concern on her face.

“How can you be so sure?” she asked. “You haven’t
seen what effect it has on me.”

“We will take every precaution to assure your
safety, as well as my own.” Morgan replied. “We can conduct the
experiments in the Tower. With the other mystics, we can pretty
much keep any destruction to a minimum.”

Wonderful, that was the last place she wanted to go
back to.

“Why would you do this for me?” she asked.

Morgan shrugged. “For a number of reasons. First
off, there’s the search for knowledge. You may hold a key to our
understanding of the natural world we would never be able to find
anywhere else, not to mention a better understanding of the Orceen
race. Then, of course, you are still my student. As long as you are
a Hunter and I am a Mystic, we have that bond. But, I suppose, when
it comes down to it, I have grown rather fond of you, child.”

Well, that wasn’t what she expected.

“So, when do we start?”
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Getting started right away was not much of an
option. There were several obstacles which needed to be dealt with
first. Morgan still needed to get permission from the department
heads, although he really didn’t think that was going to be a
problem. Emara was coming into her own and was taking on more
responsibilities at the Tower, something Kile found hard to
believe. She hadn’t earned her Grand Magus title yet, but many of
the mystics had started deferring to her judgment. She had already
expressed an interest in helping Kile in any way she could, which
only made things more awkward. But, Kile had her own issues to sort
out. For starters, she was still in the employment of the King’s
Command, and would have to answer for her little excursion into the
wastelands without permission. That they were successful and even
managed to prevent a second front to the war, should go in her
favor, assuming those kinds of things add up. She would also have
to speak with Master Latherby, or Colonel Barshed, to request a
leave of absence, but she didn’t think that was going to be a
problem. Wasn’t it Master Latherby who suggested she seek out the
mystics?

Fortunately, she didn’t have to go all the way back
to Forthbar, or even to Azintar to speak to him, since he was on
his way to Windfoil, or at least Colonel Barshed was.

The truth was, she was in no hurry to go anywhere.
Windfoil offered her a moment of peace where she could collect her
thoughts. It was a quiet, simple place, or it would be if it wasn’t
for the servants. She had nothing against the servants personally,
but ever since she “woke up” they haven’t given her a moment’s
peace. If it wasn’t the nonay coming into her room every three
minutes trying to bathe her, clothe her, do her hair or paint her
face, it was the cook trying to feed her everything in the kitchen,
or the Hall boy watching her every movement. The worst offender was
a man by the name of Cenfus, who had been appointed her personal
assistant. He seemed a pleasant enough man if he didn’t keep
rolling his eyes or clicking his tongue every time she did
something he deemed to be too common. The way she walked, the way
she talked, the way she dressed was never proper for a young lady.
He wouldn’t even let her go to the stables to visit the horses or
sit with the dogs in the kennel. When she found Windfoil’s library,
he would comment about the books she wanted to read, calling them
inappropriate. If he wanted to read the romance novels, he was more
than welcome to do so, she found them rather boring and
unrealistic.

After two days of Cunfus’s constant scrutiny, she
was at her wit’s end and spent most of her time trying to avoid
him. That’s how she found her way into the gardens. With winter
coming down from the mountains, the gardens weren’t their festive,
colorful self, and most of the guests at Windfoil avoided them for
the warmer rooms inside the keep. That was fine with her because it
meant more space for her to spread out.

She had managed to sneak out of her room with a warm
blanket, two guard dogs and a stack of books she secretly removed
from the library. She was curled up with the two dogs on the
blanket, and halfway through a book on the political structure of
the Balaa Empire when she caught the scent of roses, old parchment
and just a hint of jasmine soap.

She closed her book and acknowledge defeat.

“Morning Roland,” she called out.

“He said you would be here.”

He carefully made his way through the overgrown
brush, the same brush she thought would keep visitors at bay. She
was glad to see he wasn’t dressed in his finery. Not only did she
feel uncomfortably underdressed when they were seen together, she
would hate to be responsible for any tear he suffered on a loose
branch. One of his outfits was probably worth more than she would
earn in a year, working as a Hunter.

“Who said I would be here?” she asked when he
finally untangled himself.

He dusted off his pants and picked a few dead leaves
from his shirt. If he was this fussy walking through his own
garden, she couldn’t imagine how he would act in the wild. “Alex
said I would be able to find you in either the stables, the kennels
or the hardest to reach area of my garden.”

“Remind me to thank him for his help,” Kile said as
she set the book aside.

“You were missing when I got up this morning.”

“I felt like being alone for a while.”

“You didn’t even let Cenfus know where you were
going.”

“He wouldn’t approve. He doesn’t seem to approve of
anything I do.”

“He’s only looking out for you.”

“I’ve been looking out for myself all my life, I
don’t need his help,” Kile replied as she got to her feet.
“Besides, I don’t think he likes me much.”

“Did you or did you not threaten to stab him in the
hand with a butter knife the other day?”

“No.” Kile replied. “It was a fork. And it
definitely wasn’t going to be in his hand.”

“I rest my case.”

“He tried to shoo Vesper out of the room. Nobody
touches my friends.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of that,” he said as he reached
down for the discarded book. He casually opened it and flipped
through the pages. “You know, we do have more interesting books
than these.”

“Yes, the romance novels,” she said, eyeing him
suspiciously. “Funny thing to find in the King’s personal library.
Quite a large selection too.”

Roland laughed. “I wasn’t referring to those,” he
said. “Those were my mother’s, she was an avid reader. No, I was
thinking of some of the more….”

“What? Proper books?”

He shrugged. “It’s not every day you see a young
lady reading books on politics and war.”

“If there’s one thing I learned over the last year,
it’s that I know very little about those subjects,” she replied.
“You remember my first visit to Windfoil? I didn’t even know who
you were. It was never important back in Riverport.”

“And it is now?”

“I just don’t like being left in the dark.”

“So, what do you want to know?” he asked.

Kile grinned. “Don’t even get me started,” she
replied.

“Well, how about this. You walk with me in the
garden and I’ll get you up to date on what’s happening in the
political arena,” he said, holding out his hand.

“Only if I can lead the way,” she replied. “You’ll
only get lost.”

She led him through the clearing and around the
hill, where the foliage wasn’t so dense. Once they were back on the
trail, they walked side by side.

“So, what’s happening on the western front?” she
asked.

“Well, so much for small talk,” he replied.

“You said you would get me up to date, and I haven’t
heard any news from the front.”

“Well, the truth is, it’s been relatively quiet. The
valrik appeared to have withdrawn from the border for now, but we
are keeping vigilant. They tried this before. I think it may be
only a matter of time before they regroup and hit us again.”

“I don’t know about that,” Kile replied. “From what
I’ve seen, the valrik don’t want any part of this war. I don’t
think they’re as bad as what we’ve been led to believe.”

“I wish that were so, but what of the massacre at
Grover’s Den?”

“Why do you bring that up?”

“You knew somebody who died there, didn’t you?”

“I’d rather not talk about that.”

“Fair enough, but, can you really say the valrik
didn’t want the war after what they did there. And what about
Coopervill? You knew people there too.”

“Yes, I knew people in Coopervill, but that was the
work of the Valgar.”

“And the valrik fought right alongside them.”

“Only because they were forced to,” she argued.

“And who’s to say they won’t be forced again. My
brother is still out there and he wants this war. I don’t know why,
but he does, and he’s not going to stop until he gets what he
wants. He’s always been like that,” Roland said, turning to face
her. “Look, I know you want this war to end. So do I. And while I
have big plans for the future, the safety of my kingdom must come
first.”

“I know,” she replied. “It just… seems so
pointless.”

“What war doesn’t?” he asked with a shrug. “Look, I
shouldn’t be telling you military secrets and all, but there is a
plan in the works which may see this war come to a definitive end,
as soon as next spring.”

“What do you mean?”

“We now have reason to believe, the Alva once
possessed a great artifact which could reclaim the wastelands and
put an end to the Uhyre threat, once and for all.”

“Reclaim the wastelands?”

“The wastelands were once a great forest where the
Alva lived. Until the Uhyre came. They brought with them a blight
which corrupted the lands, killing off everything. It turned all
the land into the desert we now have. The Alva was forced to flee,
but they always swore they would return to heal their homeland.
They tried living among the Aruvians, but our cultures were too
different, and it wasn’t long before they departed from our shores,
looking for a solution. Their races suffered greatly at sea, and
their numbers have diminished, but, as you know, a few have
actually returned, and they know of this artifact.”

“The Alva ambassadors in Forthbar,” Kile
exclaimed.

“Exactly. They have come, seeking our help. They
feel that if we can help them reclaim this artifact, and bring it
to the wastelands. It will restore it to its original form and in
the process, drive the Uhyre back to the mountains.”

“Do you trust them?” she asked.

“I don’t know about trust. There are a few details
to the story which run counter to what I was taught as a child, but
who’s to say what version of history is the truth. I’ve assigned a
few scholars to look into the validity of the Alva’s tale. They’ve
informed me, there might be something to it after all. If there is
even a slight chance it will work, then I think it’s worth a try.
Don’t you?”

“It seems a little unbelievable.”

“Says the woman who speaks with animals.”

Kile laughed. “I suppose if it does bring an end to
the war...”

“It will, one way or another there will be an
end.”

“But will things ever go back to the way they
were?”

“Not everything,” Roland replied. “Some things will
never be the same, and maybe that’s not all bad.”

“Maybe.”

They walked in silence for a while and Kile thought
about what Roland just told her. It was the new version of the
wasteland’s history, which nagged at her the most. It seems every
race was blaming another race for the creation of the desert if it
suited their own agendas. The vir blamed the Alva, the Alva blamed
the vir, and now they were both blaming the Uhyre. Where did the
truth actually lie? Umingoth had hinted the destruction was brought
on by something the Alva were experimenting with, and if anyone
would know, he would, but how much could you trust a dragon? And,
if it was true, what were the Alva experimenting with? What could
turn a thriving forest into a dead wasteland?

“So, what will you do, after the war?” Roland
asked.

The questions brought her back to the gardens, and
she suddenly looked up at the young man she was walking with.
Reality was starting to sink in.

“I’m sorry?” she replied.

“You know, you plans, for after the war? I assume
you have some.”

She never thought that far ahead. Since rejoining
the Guild, it felt like a daily struggled. One day at a time, she
kept telling herself. So far it had gotten her through the worst of
it.

“I have no idea,” she replied.

“Well, if it means anything. Yesterday afternoon the
Callor forces, under Lord Bollen, have secured the province of
Denal. Lord Ian Warren will be returning to take over his father’s
place come this spring. So, the Denal province will be back up and
running in no time, and I am assuming, so will Coopervill.”

“That’s good to hear,” she replied. “But, I don’t
think I’ll be going back there.”

“But aren’t you stationed there?”

“Yeah, sort of. You see I quit the Guild before the
war started. I only rejoined because I felt I had to.”

“And, once the war’s over?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to stay a
Hunter or go off on my own. There’s so much of this world I haven’t
seen. Do you know I haven’t even been to Baxter’s Bay yet?
Everybody talks about it, but I’ve never seen it.”

“Well, between you and me, it’s a bit overrated. I
know, I’m not supposed to say thing like that. It’s bad for the
tourism. I mean, you should see it at least once, just to say you
have.”

“Maybe I will, when this is all over.”

“What about home. You ever think about going back to
Riverport?”

“That, I’m afraid, is no longer an option. I kind of
burned my bridges when I scared the wits out of my
sister-in-law.”

“You don’t have to tell me about family.”

“I suppose not,” she laughed. “Anyway, I have to
deal with the mystics at the Tower first. See if I can get my head
screwed on right before I make any decisions.”

“Well, there is one option you haven’t
considered.”

“And what’s that?” she asked.

“You could always stay here… with me.”

Kile stopped and looked at him. “Roland, I…”

“No,” he said, holding his hand up. “You don’t have
to give me an answer now. Just think about it. Do what you have to
do at the Tower. Get yourself better, then decide. This place is
always open to you. Well, I don’t have to tell you that. You’re the
only one who’s ever managed to sneak into the place.”

“It’s… tempting.”

“Maybe this will sweeten the deal,” he said, and
before she could say anything more, he leaned in and kissed her.
For one brief moment, nothing else seemed to matter. Unfortunately,
that moment was all too brief.

“Kile come quick.” Alex shouted as he came running
into the garden. He slid to a stop when he saw her with the King.
He always had the worst timing.

“What is it Alex?” She asked.

“I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to…”

“Out with it Alex. What’s so importation you’ve
lapsed into your hyperactive chipmunk mode?”

“Grim’s at the front gate.”

“What? Is Tullner with him?”

“No, he’s alone.”

This wasn’t good, why would Grim be here, and where
was Tullner?

“Grim? Your horse? What’s he doing here?” The King
asked, looking between the two of them.

“That’s what I’d like to know. He was supposed to
bring Tullner to Forthbar to warn Colonel Barshed of the
Rojan.”

“But we already knew about the threat in the north,”
Roland replied. “A Hunter arrived in the city, nearly two weeks
ago. It gave us just enough time to muster the forces of Callor and
Azintar, not that we needed to in the end.”

“That would have been Larks,” Kile explained. “We
sent him to warn the Colonel of a possible threat, but it wasn’t
until later we understood it ourselves. Ravenshadow sent men into
Rojan, posing as your men to destroy their cities and ultimately
rile them up enough to go to war.”

“So, that explains it.” Roland said, scratching his
chin. “We couldn’t understand why the Rojan broke the treaty for no
reason. It would seem I underestimated my brother.”

“Yeah, that’s why we had to block the Lutmorli
pass.” Alex added.

Kile shot him a look.

“You blocked the pass?” Roland asked, looking at
Kile. “How?”

“That’s a little difficult to explain.” She replied.
The last thing she wanted to do was tell Roland about Umingoth. She
needed to keep the existence of the dragon secret, and not just for
the dragon’s sake. “Right now, we should get to Grim and find out
what’s going on.”

“Fine, follow me, but we are going to talk about
this later tonight.” Roland said as he led them out of the
gardens.

They took the King’s personal passage, which cut
through the royal chambers and led them out into the main baily
were they were met by one of the gatehouse guards. He was a tall,
stern- looking man with a sour face and he eyed Kile suspiciously
before addressing the King.

“My Lord, we have a slight problem,” he said.

“What is it, Captain?” Roland asked.

“There appears to be a mountain pony just outside
the gate, and he refuses to move.”

“Well then, let him in.”

The guard gave the King a curious look.

“I’m sorry, sir. Did you say you wanted us to let
him in?”

“That’s right, Captain. Unless you are in the habit
of leaving guests standing on our doorstep.”

“If you say so, sir.” The Captain replied. It was
clear, by the look on his face, he thought the King had gone daft,
and when he looked at Kile, it was also clear who he thought was to
blame. Turning to his men, he shouted for the gate to be opened.
The portcullis were slowly raised as four solders ran forward to
remove the cross bar which barred the gate. Nobody stopped Grim
from casually walking into Windfoil.

“What is it, what’s wrong?” Kile asks as she ran up
to the mountain pony. At this point she didn’t care if the guards
were watching her or not.

-Having a grand time here, are we?-

Grim said, looking over at the King. If she didn’t
know any better, she would have sworn he was jealous.

“That’s none of your business,” Kile replied. “Just
tell me what happened? Where’s Tullner?”

-Your little soldier boy is where he’s supposed to
be. I took him all the way to the city and dropped him off right in
front of your Colonel’s headquarters. He was a little slow getting
off, so I helped him on his way.-

“What did you do?”

-I just helped him get off a little faster, then I
headed here. Someone has to keep an eye on you, so you don’t do
something foolish.-

He said, looking at Roland.

-Looks like I might be too late.-

“Drop it, Grim.”

-As you wish. So, I kept my side of the bargain. Do
you plan on keeping yours?-

“Are you sure Tullner’s fine?”

-I waited long enough to see him to the door. When
he went inside, I took off. What they did to him after that, I
neither know, nor care. He is not the most pleasant of traveling
companions, although, he speaks very highly of you. He went on and
on and on and on, it was getting rather tiresome. I thought about
dropping him off half way, but I couldn’t find a cliff high enough
to do the job properly. I don’t think he truly understands the
level of communications we share, otherwise, he wouldn’t have said
some of the things he said.-

“Like what?”

-Do you really want to know?-

Kile looked around to see the guards, as well as
Roland, were now paying close attention to her. This was neither
the time, nor the place for such a conversation.

“We will talk about this later,” she whispered to
Grim.

-As you wish. Now, where are the stables in this
place? It’s been a long walk and I’d like to rest.-

“Alex, do you think you can show Grim, where the
stables are?”

“Yeah, sure thing,” Alex replied as he set off
across the baily. Grim plodded along behind him.

“Is everything okay?” Roland asked.

“Yeah, everything’s fine, he wanted to let me know
he dropped Sargent Tullner off in Forthbar and came to collect his
reward.”

“Sargent Tullner, what about the others who went
with you?”

“Tullner went on ahead. He was to bring word to
Colonel Barshed that the Rojan were under the misconception that
you ordered the attacks on their cities. We wanted to avoid any
unnecessary bloodshed, if at all possible.”

“But, if Tullner went on ahead, how is it that you
and Alex arrived here almost a week earlier.”

Kile shrugged. “It’s a Hunter thing. Trade secrets,
I can’t just tell anyone. The Guild has rules.”

“I see,” The King replied with a grin. “I guess I’ll
just have to accept these little mysteries about you.”

“I suppose so,” she added as she set off toward the
kitchen.

Roland caught up to her. “By the way,” he asked.
“What does a horse get for a reward?”

“Apple pie, what else?”
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It was another two days before members of the war
council arrived, and with them, the first snowfall. All of Windfoil
was covered in a white blanket as winter descended upon them from
the north. Fires were lit in the great hall while the kitchen staff
prepared large quantities of food. It was the first time in over a
century that Windfoil would play host to such a large gathering of
noblemen. Lords from the surrounding provinces as well as officers
of the King’s Command filled every corner of the old castle. They
were all eager to hear news and to give it.

From her hiding place on the balcony, Kile watched
them file in. She had been offered a seat beside Roland at the head
table, but she declined. For some reason, it just didn’t seem
proper. She wasn’t noble and she wasn’t an officer, so questions
would be raised by her presence there. Questions she didn’t want to
answer, mainly because she didn’t know how. Things were moving too
fast, and she was finding herself in some unfamiliar territory.
Roland wanted something she wasn’t sure she was ready to give.

In spite of her lack of knowledge about politics and
power players, she was surprised she was able to identify so many
of them. Colonel Barshed arrived alongside Master Folkstaff and,
much to her surprise, Master Bororo. She had hoped to live out the
rest of her life without seeing that man again. She was also able
to spot Lord Bollen of Callor and Lord Warren of Denal. She had
never met Lord Warren personally, but she had seen him during a few
of her trips to the city, back when she was still delivering mail.
Lord Kestler of Azintar sat on the far side of the room. The only
reason she knew him, was because Lord Bollen called out his name
upon his arrival. Of the other people present, she recognized a
few, but really couldn’t bother trying to put names to faces. Like
the two lords who were practically in Lord Bollen’s back pocket.
Didn’t they have anything better to do than follow his Lordship
around?

“What do you think Vesper?” She asked the yarrow
sitting on her shoulder. “You think they’ll get anything resolved
today?”

-Don’t know. Don’t care. Hungry-

Vesper had a way of saying, hungry, that made her
feel as if she hadn’t eaten for a week.

“When aren’t you?” she laughed. “Let’s just
wait until they get settled in and start yammering away before we
go raid the kitchen.”

She really wasn’t sure what the purpose of the
Council was. Roland did try to explain what they hoped to
accomplish, but most of it just seemed like common sense. For
starters, there were the distributions of food and supplies to the
hardest hit areas, as well as patrols into the wastelands. They
also wanted to reestablish a treaty with the Rojan and to organize
a trade deal with the Balaa Empire. The way Kile figured, there
really wasn’t anything to discuss, they just had to do what needed
to be done. Roland then went on to tell her it wasn’t that simple
and they had to work out deals with the guilds, taxes as well land
compensations and farming subsidies and a whole lot of other words
that she couldn’t understand.

The council had just gotten around to food
distribution and was arguing over which province would provide
which province with food and what each province was going to get in
return. Let them talk about food, she thought. She was going to go
find some in the kitchen. Pushing herself away from the rail, she
was heading to the door when she heard whispering. She stopped and
looked into the corner of the room where the shadows were the
thickest. She almost expected to see the pale man with the haunted
look staring back at her, but there was nothing there. Did she hear
it, or was it her over-active imagination?

Noise from the floor caught her attention and she
moved back to the rail. The council had ceased their talk of food
and their attention was now drawn to the front of the room. Kile
tried to see what they were looking at but, from her vantage point,
it was difficult. She didn’t have to wait for long, though. Three
robed figured entered the great hall and approached the King at the
head table. She may have only seen them for a brief, although
memorably, moment back in Forthbar, but she easily recognized the
Alva ambassadors.

What were they doing here?

There were no shadows following them this time, or
at least none she could see. Were there ever shadows? Did she
imagine them before? They tried to tell her it was fatigue, but
they seemed so real. The Alva appeared quite normal now, or as
normal as Alva could appear in a room of full of vir. Kile watched
as all three of them stopped before the King’s table.

One of them stepped forward and drew back his hood.
She couldn’t see his face since his back was to her, but his hands
were thin and delicate and his hair was long and blonde. He
retrieved something from the Alva standing on his left side, and
presented it to Roland. One of the King’s advisors, an older man by
the name of Colin Piarais, stepped forward to accept the gift.

It appeared to be a small wooden chest or possibly
even a coffer. There was writing on it, but it was much too far
away for Kile to read it. Colin placed it before Roland, who
thanked the Alva before opening it. He pulled out some golden
object which almost appeared to radiate its own light, but she
figured it had more to do with the flicking fires than any real
magic.

“Quite impressive, isn’t it?”

Kile jumped back from the railing and spun
around.

A man in long dark green robes threw his hands up in
defense and quickly took a step back.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said.

“Who are you?” She asked.

The robes were kind of a giveaway, he had to be a
mystic, and from the smell of him, a powerful one at that. It
wasn’t that he reeked of anything unusual, but she was getting
better at smelling magic, although she usually kept it to herself.
If she had to guess, she would say he was influenced by several
spheres, but mainly earth, and possibly water. Either that, or he
usually smelled like mud. He wasn’t bad looking for a mystic,
rather young with short brown hair, which was neatly trimmed and a
clean shaven face. It gave him a boyish look, all but his eyes.
Mystic’s eyes never seemed to go with their faces. They either
looked too old, or too young. For this man, his eyes looked far too
old.

“My name is Elmac Okalis,” he said, slowly lowering
his hands. “And you are Kile Veller, are you not?”

“Yes, but how did you…”

“Know your name. I assure you, it was not by any
mystic arts, if that’s what you were wondering. One of my… elders…
told me to find you. They described you quite accurately.”

“Morgan?”

“No, not Morgan, he’s not an elder. It was Mystic
Lon herself.”

“Mystic Lon?”

It took Kile a moment to realize who Elmac was
referring to, she had never heard that title used to describe the
girl before, not even by Alex. “You mean Emara?”

“Yes, Emara Lon.”

“Emara’s an elder?”

The young mystic laughed.

“I can see where that would be confusing,” he
replied. “Elders aren’t necessarily old, at least not in the Tower,
not anymore anyway. They used to be, but that was before the twenty
first Grand Magus, Mystic Uberan Endel decreed that age had little
to do with wisdom. He set about defining the twenty six traits of
becoming a mystic elder which he wrote down in the Tomes of
Errendel which is still…” Elmac stopped and looked a little
embarrassed. “I’m sorry, you really don’t want to hear about mystic
history, do you?”

“Not really?” Kile replied sheepishly.

“I don’t blame you, to tell you the truth, I always
found it quite boring. But, they forced you to learn it
anyway.”

“So, why did Emara tell you to find me?”

“Oh, sorry, I almost forgot,” Elmac said, searching
through his robes. “I was supposed to find you and give you… this,”
he shouted, producing a rolled up document. He handed it to
Kile.

“Thank you, I think,” she said, taking it
carefully.

Never casually accept anything found in a mystic’s
robe.

“I assure you, it won’t explode,” the mystic
grinned. “It’s a pass. You’ll need it if you want to stay at the
Tower.”

“Stay at the Tower?”

“Well, yes. As far as I know, Morgan has put in a
request to the elder council for you to stay there for an
undetermined length of time. Usually non-mystics aren’t allowed in
the Tower for more than a day, although, certain exceptions have
been made. There was a time, under the fourteenth Grand Magus,
Mystic Voyrin Malan, where six men stayed for over a year but you
really don’t care about that, so I’ll just shut up now,” Elmac
said, shaking his head.

“Well, at least you know your history.”

“A little too well, I’m afraid,” he replied.
“Anyway, Morgan got his clearance and, since I was on my way here,
Mystic Lon asked if I would deliver the pass to you personally and
to inform you that she is eager for your arrival. She says she is
going to take a personal interest in your problem.”

“My problem?”

Great. How many more people knew she was losing her
mind?

“Don’t worry,” he said with a waving gesture of his
hand. “That’s not my department, I don’t know anything about
it.”

Well, at least that was something, Kile thought.

“So, why were you coming here in the first placed?
If I may ask.”

“Research.” He said, leaning on the rail. “It’s what
all mystics do. That and experiment. If we can’t learn from someone
else’s mistakes, we just have to make our own.”

“And what exactly are you researching?” she
asked.

“Them.” Elmac said, pointing to the three robed
figured sitting at one of the tables. “Arbane, Galan, and
Darfin.”

Kile joined him at the rail. “You’re researching the
Alva.”

“Trying to, but we don’t have much to go on. They
want to help us end the war, rid the realm of the Uhyre and bring
back the wastelands. It sounds too good to be true, I know, but so
far, everything checks out.”

“And they think this artifact can do all that?” she
asked.

“Ah, so you’ve heard of this miracle of
miracles.”

“Rol… I mean, the King might have mentioned it,
during one of our meetings.”

“Yes, they believe this ancient artifact can heal
all our wounds and set the world right again.”

“And I take it, you don’t believe.”

“I’ve been a mystic for nearly fifteen years, I’ve
seen a lot of strange things, but what they’re suggesting, it’s
just not possible. Personally, I think it’s a last-ditch effort of
a dying race trying to save itself.”

“So, that wasn’t the artifact they gave Roland.”

“That? No. That is, supposedly, a key, or a map, or
a compass, or a something which is supposed to lead us to the
artifact. No, we have no idea where this thing is, what it is or
how to use it.”

“And that’s what you’re researching.”

“Exactly.”

“So, what did destroy the wastelands?”

“Who knows?” Elmac shrugged. “It could have been
just about anything. A natural disaster, a drought, a disease,
blight, deforestation, termites, forest fires. As far as I know, it
could have always been a desert.”

“But what about the stories of the Alva
experimenting with wild mystic energy, or the stories of the
vir…”

“Using mystics to destroy the Alva? Yeah, I’ve heard
those tales as well. The problem is, it’s just not possible. The
amount of energy would be too great. Even the Mystic arts have
their limitations. Even if you were able to get all the mystics
from all the provinces together, and train them to use the same
skill at the same time on the same target, the effects would be
devastating, but it wouldn’t create something as vast as the
wastelands. Personally, I don’t think there ever was a great forest
there to begin with.”

“You think they’re lying.”

“I am a born skeptic, I’m afraid. I think everyone’s
lying until they can prove otherwise.”

“But why? Why lie about something like that? What
can they possibly gain?” she asked.

“That’s the big questions, isn’t it? What is their
endgame?” He asked, looking down at the Alva. “I suppose it’s
possible they don’t even realize they’re lying.”

“How would they not know?”

“Think about it. If someone told you a story, every
day of your life when you were little, you might believe it was
true when you grew up. It’s quite possible they’ve been led to
believe that this mystical artifact is their panacea.”

“Their what?”

“Their cure-all, the solution to all their
problems.”

“I guess we all believed in fairy tales at one time
or another.”

“Sad, but true.” Elmac said, stepping away from the
rail. “Hopefully we can separate the truth from the lie, before
things go too far.”

“And that’s where the research comes in,” Kile
added.

“And that’s where the research comes in,” he
grinned. “Windfoil is said to have quite an old library within its
walls. I can’t wait to get my hands on some of those rare books.
Now, if I’m not mistaken, you were on your way to the kitchen to
feed your yarrow, correct?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I was,” she replied.
“It’s nice to meet someone who knows the difference between a
yarrow and a rat.”

“It all comes down to the research,” he grinned.
“So, I won’t take up any more of your time. I’m sure we’ll meet
again,” he said, extending his hand.

“I’m sure.” She said, accepting it.

Elmac pulled his dark green robes about him and left
as silently as he came. She watched him go, and with all his talk,
he did little to alleviate her suspicions of the Alva. If anything,
he only added to them.

Leaving the balcony, she took the stairs to the left
and cut across the servant’s hall. It was the roundabout way to the
kitchen, but it kept her away from prying eyes, although most of
those eyes were focused on the great hall at the moment. She had
learned the layout of the old castle and could move from one end to
the other without being seen, if you don’t count the rats. But
then, the rats were the ones who taught her the layout in the first
place. There wasn’t a corner or a corridor they didn’t know about.
She entered the kitchen through the back door and found the place
in chaos. The cooking staff was pulling out all the stops for the
evening meal. She kept to one side, so as not to get run over, and
made her way to the back storage room. There she filled her pockets
with apples, carrots and potatoes before sneaking back out. She did
pause for a moment to look at the old refuse grate and wondered if
the hole at the bottom of the well was still accessible, and if
there was an old fox still using it.

She left the kitchen through the side door, which
exited out into the courtyard and headed toward the stables. The
two stablehands on duty acknowledged her when she entered. She had
become a regular visitor to the place. She made her way through the
building, and although the place was now packed with new faces,
Grim was still isolated in the back of the stables.

“I see you’re being anti-social again,” she called
when she spotted him.

-As if I would mingle with their type.-

Grim replied.

“It won’t be much longer now,” She said, climbing up
the gate and sitting on the rail. “We’ll be leaving soon.”

-Growing tired of the place are we? Or are we
growing tired of the people in it?-

“Don’t start, or I won’t give you the apples I
brought you.”

She pulled an apple out of her pocket and held up it
for Grim. The pony took it in one bite and casually munched on
it.

-So, when are we leaving?-

He asked.

“Soon,” she said as she started to cut up one of the
potatoes. She handed a slice to Vesper and set the rest on the
dividing wall before taking a bite of her carrot. “Maybe even
tonight.”

-That is soon. What does your King have to say about
that?-

“I haven’t told him yet, okay. But he knows I have
to leave.”

-Are you even going to say goodbye?-

It would be so easy to leave right now. There really
wasn’t anything stopping her. She could go back to her room,
collect her stuff and be on the road within an hour. She could be
halfway to Littenbeck before their little meeting broke up. Just
run away and leave all those unasked questions behind her, because
she knew it was only a matter of time before he asked them. Then
what? She didn’t have the answers, or at least not the answers he
wanted to hear. Did she really want to stay? Did she really want to
stay with him? Why wouldn’t she? He was smart, caring, funny, good
looking. But was that enough? He was also the King, which brought
up the question, why her? What did he see in her? Kile touched the
pass in her pocket. She had a destination now. There wasn’t
anything stopping her. So why wasn’t she gone already? Could it be,
she actually…

“I see you found that damned beast, or did it find
you?”

“Tullner.” She shouted upon seeing the young soldier
when he limped into the stables. She jumped off the gate as he
approached. “What happen? Are you hurt?”

“Why don’t you ask that thing?” he said, pointing at
Grim. “He’s been a menace from the moment we set out. I told you it
wasn’t a good idea.”

The mountain pony laughed.

“What happened?” Kile asked.

“Well, besides not giving me a moment’s rest, I
mean, three minutes is hardly enough time to stretch my legs, let
alone relieve myself. I barely get off the dammed beast before he’s
on his way again, and that’s not the half of it. He kept taking
shortcuts through every field and steam, which wouldn’t have been
so bad if he hadn’t been aiming for the low branches. I swear we
must have hit every low branch from the wastelands to Forthbar. And
then, when we finally reach the barracks, mind you, this is after
he tried to take my head off with every hanging store sign along
main street, he throws me into the guard shack and walks away.”

“He what?”

“Yeah. We approach the barrack gates and, before I
could even think of getting off, one buck and zoom,” Tullner said
with a fling of his arm. “I’m flying, right into the guard shack.
And that’s not one of those cheap guard shacks either; the freaking
thing is made of stone. I bounce off it, land in one of the shrubs,
the guards are having a good laugh and he goes walking off.”

“I am so sorry,” Kile apologized. “Grim, how could
you?” she asked, turning to the mountain pony.

-Oh please, don’t give me that. You have to admit,
it was kind of funny-

Grim replied and within his words she saw Tullner
flying through the air and bouncing off a stone guard shack. She
hated to admit it, but it was kind of funny. She managed to refrain
from laughing when she turned back to the young man.

“I am so sorry,” she apologized again.

“Yeah, well… just keep that… that beast away from
me. I told you he never liked me.”

“Well… I’m glad you’re all right, otherwise,” she
said. “I’m guessing you got the message to Colonel Barshed.”

“Oh yeah, he got the message. He dispatched one of
the Hunters, although it appears you arrived long before I
did.”

“Flying by dragon may not be the best mode of
travel, but it is quick.”

“So, what did happen?” Tullner asked as he sat down
on one of the barrels. He winced as he tried to straighten out his
leg. “We didn’t get much information; all we know is the Rojan
never got through.”

“Alex and I arrived just as they were coming through
the pass,” she started to explain. “Alex managed to stop the main
force with one of his illusions. I’m afraid I didn’t get to see it,
but if you listen to his explanation, it was the greatest piece of
illusionary magic outside the Tower. Somehow, he managed to pull it
off, and it must have been believable, to stop a whole army in its
tracks. After I turned the vanguard force around, Umingoth sealed
the pass by bringing down half the mountainside.”

“How did you turn the vanguard around?” Tullner
asked.

“It’s not important. Let’s just say it’s something
I’m not likely to try again. I don’t remember much after that. Alex
did tell me that Umingoth stayed with me while Alex went looking
for help. He met up with the King’s men and led them to where I
was. Then Umingoth made himself scarce. He’s probably back in the
wastelands by now.”

“I would never have trusted that dragon.”

“You didn’t have to,” Kile replied. “Besides, he did
what he said he would do. What more could we ask?”

“And what deal did you make with him?”

“That is between him and me.”

“I’ve heard stories about people who make deals with
dragons and they rarely end well.”

“Well, this one did… for now,” she said, sitting
down on a barrel across from him. “Besides, it’s not something I
have to worry about right now. There are more important things
going on.”

“Like the meeting in the great hall.” Tullner
replied. “So, what are you doing out here? I figured you would be
hobnobbing with the rest of the officers”

“I keep telling you, I am not an officer.”

“You are the commanding officer of Perha Squad.”

“Not anymore. The mission’s over, Tullner, in more
ways than one. Perha Squad is all yours. I am just a lowly Hunter,
at least for now.”

“What? They’ve already assigned you another
mission?”

“No, not exactly. I’m going to the Mystic
Tower.”

“Why would you want to go there of all places?”

“I have some things I need to work out.”

“And what would they be?” Tullner asked.

Kile shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve got a lot of
things going on in my head right now, and the mystics have agreed
to help me sort through them.”

“You don’t need the mystics.” Tullner replied.
“Look, the fighting along the border has quieted down, they’re even
allowing some of us to go home for the winter. Come back to the
farm with me. You can rest there and get your thoughts
together.”

“I… don’t think that’s a very good idea.”

“Why not?”

“It just isn’t,” she said, getting to her feet.
“Look, you saw what happened to me out there. You saw what I
become. Right now I think the best thing for everyone, is for me to
stay as far away from… people, as I can.”

“In spite of popular opinion, mystics are people
too.”

“Yes, but they’re better equipped to handle things,
should something happen.”

“And what’s going to happen?”

Kile turned away from him. “Let’s hope you never
find out,” she replied. “Have you heard anything from the others?”
she asked, hoping to change the subject.

“Yeah, they arrived in Forthbar the day before we
set out. No worse for taking the long route. Carter and Daniel said
they had to check in with your Guild master. Brown and Anurr were
confined to barracks for desertion.” Tullner said, and then held up
his hand before Kile could protest. “Not to worry. Colonel Barshed
said, under the circumstances, no charges will be brought against
them, as they were just following the orders of their commanding
officer.”

“Well, that’s good. I’d hate for anyone to get into
trouble because of me. Has there been any news of Marcus?”

“None at all.” Tullner replied. “Carter and Daniel
brought his horse back to the Guild stables, but I wasn’t able to
hook up with them before we headed up here, so I don’t know what
the situation is there.”

“He’ll be fine. Marcus was always one to take care
of himself.”

“Yeah, well, if I ever see him…”

Kile laughed. “If you ever see him, you probably
won’t remember it.”

“Yeah, I knew there was a reason I never trusted you
Hunters,” he grinned. “Look, I got to get back to the meeting. I’m
supposed to be assisting Colonel Barshed. I’m not even sure if he
knows I ducked out. It’s only supposed to be a brief
intermission.”

“I’d be surprised if he didn’t,” Kile replied.

“Yeah, he’s pretty sharp for an old man.” Tullner
said as he struggled to get to his feet. Kile helped him up.
“You’re going to be around a little longer, aren’t you? I’d like to
pick up where we left off on that invitation.”

“Maybe.”

Kile watched Tullner as he limped his way across the
bailey, back to the keep. They had worked, fought and lived side by
side for the last few months. He was a good man on his way to
becoming a good soldier, the last thing he needed in his life was
her problems.

“Grim, get ready, we’re going,” she said, turning to
the pony.

-So you are sneaking out.-

“I am not sneaking out, I’m just leaving before
anyone knows I’ve left.”

-Which is the definition of sneaking out.-

“Look, I’ve caused enough trouble here. I just need
to get my pack. Just meet me at the front doors in ten
minutes.”

Kile ran across the baily and chose the front doors,
since Tullner had taken the service entrance. With the speed at
which he was moving, she didn’t want to run into the young man
again, not without a good explanation, and that’s one thing she
didn’t have. Reaching the second floor, she made her way down the
hall and back to her room. She grabbed her pack, which had been
tossed in the corner, and shoved in whatever clothing she had left.
Retrieving her Lann, from the side table, she made a quick
inspection of the room. There really wasn’t much for her to pack
since she didn’t own anything. A single change of clothing and her
weapons were pretty much it. All she had to do now was reach the
main gate before anyone spotted her. Pulling open the door, she ran
into Roland, knocking him against the wall. She stumbled backwards
and fell on the floor.

“Well, I was hoping to run into you, just not so
hard,” Roland said, reaching down to help her up. “So, you’re
leaving?”

“It’s not what you think. I had hoped…”

“To slip away without saying goodbye.”

“That’s not entirely true.”

“But it’s not entirely false, either.” Roland
replied, stepping into the room.

“How did you know?”

“What, that you were leaving. I had the hall boys
keeping an eye on you. I had a feeling you would try something like
this after our last talk. I gave you too much to think about...
didn’t I?”

“It’s not that… okay, it is kind of that. I just
didn’t want to bother you. You have enough to worry about with the
Rojan and the trade deals and all. I just didn’t want to add to
your burden.”

“I never thought of you as a burden.”

“Then you’re one of the few,” she replied. “It’s
just Elmac informed me, that Morgan has everything set up, and
they’re waiting for me at the Tower.”

“I see,” Roland said, pacing the floor. “So, that’s
it then?”

Kile took a deep breath. “I don’t know.” she replied
“I just… I just need… time.”

“I understand.”

“I’m sorry.”

Roland turned and looked at her. “Just answer me one
thing,” he said. “Is this goodbye for good?”

“I just have to take one day at a time,” she
replied. Slipping his ring off her finger, she held it out to him.
“I had planned on leaving this in your room.”

“No, you keep it,” he said as he gently closed her
fingers around it. “Just… think about what I said.”

 


Kile made her way back down the stairs and onto the
baily where Vesper and Grim waited for her. She tied her pack to
the mountain pony’s harness before climbing on. Grim, as always,
knew where to go, which was fine, since she had enough on her mind
at the moment. As they passed under the gates of Windfoil, she
turned one last time to look upon the old castle. There, in the
window of her bedroom, stood the shadow of a man watching her
leave. Was it Roland, or was it Tullner? Knowing her luck, it was
probably the pale lunatic with the yellow teeth. Whoever it was,
she may never see them again.

 


 


 


###

 


Coming Soon:

 


Hunter’s Ending
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