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      A howl broke the night and despite himself, Erent Caahs shivered. Only one thing made a sound like that.

      Wolfen.

      The barren scrublands in the Rhaltzheim were no place to be when the sun went down. Better to be indoors in front of a fire, behind locked doors. But he wasn’t inside. He was under the open sky.

      Narrowing his bright blue eyes, Erent noted the swirls of color crisscrossing the landscape. He picked out the tracks of the creatures, as well as those of other beasts. And people. They left their mark, too.

      Sprinting nearly soundlessly across the hard-packed dirt, Erent Caahs unslung his bow from his shoulder in an effortless motion, sliding an arrow from the quiver on his back onto the string. He wasn’t defenseless. Oh no. He would not be hunted.

      He was the hunter.

      A pitiful fire erupted from the darkness as he crested a hillock. The meager light did nothing but set a beacon for predators. Erent shook his head. When would people learn?

      To his right and left, shadows came alive; shapes not quite man-sized and not quite man-shaped flowed toward the fire and those sitting around it. Two adults and one child, huddled close to the burning logs for warmth. When he concentrated, Erent could see the wake of their movements, the swirling of the magic that was ever-present in Dizhelim, disturbed by the trespass of mortal flesh.

      With that same sight, he clearly saw the tracks formed by those creatures intent on preying upon the hapless humans. The wolfen thought they would eat well tonight.

      Erent Caahs disagreed.

      The first and fastest of the creatures leaped from the shadows, claws and fangs ready for the kill. The arrow that struck the wolfen in the eye ended that threat, killing the monster in midair and interrupting its flight. The body skipped off to the side and skidded across the ground next to the fire.

      The boy screamed.

      “Stay where you are,” Erent yelled. He drew another arrow from his quiver, nocked it, and shot another dark shape as it came close to the small circle of firelight. He didn’t bother watching the result. He knew the creature was dead as soon as he had released his projectile.

      He averted his eyes from the flame and the people so as not to ruin his night vision. He did it mainly out of habit. With his special sight, he didn’t need to see like others did. He could shoot the top off an acorn at a hundred paces in the dark. As long as the acorn had moved recently and left tracks in the world’s magical field.

      Erent reached the bottom of the hill and jumped over a large log. Mid-jump, he turned, shot two more arrows, performed a complex twist, and landed with his back to the fire. As his feet slid on the loose dirt, he scanned the area in front of him. Five more predators still moved toward the trio of humans, but they had slowed. Four arrows and four dead wolfen. Even mindless beasts could see that those were not good odds.

      One of the bolder monsters moved through a dark patch on the ground, a shadow made by clouds in front of the moon. The others had slowed to a stop, watching. Erent knew he was in control. Seeing no reason to kill further, he shot an arrow at the moving wolfen, burying it in the ground right in front of one of its feet as it moved. That was enough. It turned and ran back the way it came. The others followed immediately after.

      Erent Caahs walked into the firelight, speaking clearly. “I’m human and I mean you no harm. My name is Erent. The wolfen are gone for now.”

      “Erent Caahs?” the man said, arms around his wife and child.

      “Yes.”

      All three people slumped in relief.

      “Thank the gods,” the woman said.

      Erent scanned the area one more time, making sure the predators had gone. There were none to be seen, even in his enhanced vision. He entered the firelight long enough to let the three people there see him.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said. “I need to retrieve my arrows before the scavengers drag the bodies off.”

      He did so, going unerringly toward each of the carcasses and to the arrow he shot into the ground. That last one was cracked, but the others were in good shape. At least he could salvage the head and maybe some of the fletching on the ruined shaft.

      When he was done, he entered the circle of light again. The father, the mother, and the child sat close to each other, huddled near the flames.

      “Thank you so much for saving us,” the father said. “Those creatures—”

      “Wolfen,” Erent said.

      “Those…wolfen,” the man continued, “would have killed and eaten us, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you again.”

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      “Aren’t you afraid to be traveling at night when those monsters are out?” the boy asked. He looked to be eight or nine years old, with messy brown hair.

      “No,” Erent said. “I know how they act, how they move. You need not fear things you understand and can anticipate.”

      The people were silent, as if embarrassed by his simple statement.

      “But why are you traveling through dangerous lands at night?” he asked them. “If I hadn’t been close by, there would have been more trouble than just being scared.”

      “We’re traveling from Brausprech to Sutania, heading to the city of Arcusheim,” the father said. “I hear there is opportunity there for one who is not afraid to work.”

      “But why did you leave the road?”

      The man looked to his feet. “I was afraid of bandits. I figured if we camped alongside the road, we would be an easier target.”

      “Better to be robbed than to be eaten,” Erent said. “But what’s done is done. You know my name. I am Erent Caahs. What are your names?”

      “I am Durant Isam,” the man said. “And this is my wife Maggie and my son Tiran.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Erent said. He looked out at the darkness, then turned back to Durant. “I would like to accompany you. To Arcusheim.”

      Maggie let out a sigh that was almost a whimper. “Thank you, my lord. Thank you.”

      “I’m no lord, but you are welcome just the same.”

      When the three travelers got up the next morning, Erent was already cooking fresh meat over the fire. When they looked questioningly at them, he shrugged. “These rabbits practically ran into me this morning. The least I could do was to put arrows in them.”

      After they had eaten, the four headed back to the road going east.

      The roads in the western part of Rhaltzheim were not patrolled regularly, but they were relatively safe, so Erent didn’t need to scan for danger as much as he did in the wild. Still, he had been out in the world long enough that part of him was always on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary.

      “Master Erent, sir.” The boy caught up to the hero. “May I walk with you for a while?”

      Erent shifted his eyes to the boy. He was thin. Not quite scrawny, but close. His mop of hair could have used a comb or a trim. His blue eyes were wide and his breathing rapid.

      “Of course, but only if you stop with the ‘master’ and ‘sir.’ My name is Erent, so you may call me that, Tiran.”

      The boy smiled and looked back toward his parents before meeting Erent’s eyes again.

      “How old are you?” Erent asked.

      “Eleven.”

      “A good age. Do you read?”

      “Just a little. My father had a book, but he sold it along with our other things before we left our town.”

      “It’s good that you can read. You should practice, however you can, when you get to Arcusheim. There is a small library in the scribes’ section of town. They charge a copper penny to read there, but if you are industrious and offer to work for the privilege, they will probably make a deal with you. It’s important to read to take in knowledge.”

      “Why?”

      “Because people have learned things through time and mistakes. When they write down what they have learned, we can in turn learn without making the mistakes, without spending years to get the experience. Things like how you should never be out on the Rhaltzheim at night without protection.”

      The boy looked at his feet. Out of the corner of his eye, Erent saw the boy’s father pull his tunic away from his neck. “Oh. I never knew that. But I want to be a hero, like you.”

      “You do, eh?” Erent laughed, but he was sure Tiran knew the archer wasn’t laughing at him. “How do you suppose I became a hero?”

      “From reading?” The boy’s eyes were as wide as teacups.

      “Partly, yes. When we stop for the night, I’ll tell you some of my story and then you can decide for yourself. Does that sound acceptable to you?”

      “Yes. That sounds wonderful. Can you tell me now?”

      “No,” Erent said, “for two reasons. One is that you must be patient. Patience will often save you from mistakes or bad decisions. And two, I need to think, to figure out how to frame my story so I don’t talk for ten hours straight. It can be a long story.”

      “It’s a long day of traveling.”

      Erent laughed again. “Yes, it is, but you must be patient. Tonight. Maybe your parents would like to hear it, too. When we stop tonight.”

      The boy’s downcast expression nearly made Erent laugh harder. It was something children perfected early, those looks of disappointment.

      The day drew to a close, and the sun disappeared ahead of them. The four travelers bustled and set up their campsite a few hundred feet from the roadway, in a small copse of birch trees near a small stream. Tiran hunted up wood in the surrounding area with Erent while his father started a fire with kindling lying nearby. Once the blaze had grown, the small group huddled near the flames, letting its warmth soak through them.

      “So,” Erent said, “as promised, I will tell you a little bit about how I came to Arcusheim myself, in a way much like your own.”
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      “I was born in a village called Hosen. It is still in Rhaltzheim, but on the south edge of the Grundenwald Forest, barely within the kingdom. Because the forest was so close, I spent most of my time surrounded by trees, whether the domesticated stands at the village limits or the wilder parts that were actually part of the Grundenwald proper.

      “I don’t want you to think I’m talking about the heart of that forest, for even today, it is a dangerous and mysterious place, no place for humans at all, let alone a small boy. No, I’m talking about the relatively safer edges of the forest, though still wilder than anything in this part of the world.”

      Erent took a drink of water from his skin. All three of his listeners were sitting upright, eyes fixed on him. He continued.

      “My father, Selnor, was skilled at woodcraft. He trapped and hunted, selling the meat and the pelts. It was the way he made his living, how he fed us and provided for us. I had always been fascinated by his work, for as long as I could remember, and constantly begged to go into the forest with him.

      “‘You’re too young and too small,’ he would always tell me. I argued, begged, tried to reason with him. Finally, probably more to stop my constant whining than anything else, he gave me a bow. It was child-sized, but still sturdy and difficult for me to draw.

      “‘When you can string your bow,’ he told me, ‘I will teach you how to use it, and I will take you into the forest.’

      “I tried and tried to bend the bow and fit the string to it, but it was no use. It was too hard for me to bend with my little boy hands and my little boy strength. I had never seen my father string his bow, so didn’t even know the first thing about how to do it correctly.

      “Once, I got the bow stave to bend to where I thought I could get the string on. I tried, grunting and stretching and exerting myself. I ended up allowing the string to snap out and cut my cheek. My father was watching me, but said nothing as I wiped the blood from my face, gritted my teeth, and continued to struggle.

      “Then, one day, a few weeks after he had given me my task, I got an idea. He had always talked to me about how I should look for easier ways to do things, how to think through problems rather than try to battle my way through them. I started experimenting with using other items to help me. Jars of water and other heavy items, a rake handle to try to flex the bow, even elaborate rope nets to bend the stave that I couldn’t hope to flex unaided. None of it worked.

      “Disgusted, I sat on the ground and fumed. I would never get into the forest at this rate. I stood up and kicked at the dirt. I was going to throw a tantrum, but the bow stave had other ideas. When I kicked, my legs got tangled in it and the shaft tripped me. I fell onto my face and slammed my fist on the ground. My father, twenty feet away, was making arrows. He silently watched me.

      “I got up and kicked at the bow stave, and that’s when I noticed something. When it was caught between my legs and I kicked, it flexed. Sure, it barked my shin so hard it brought tears of pain to my eyes, but it gave me an idea.

      “I threaded the stave through my legs as I took a sturdy stance. It rested behind one knee and when I straightened that leg, the wood bent slightly. After only a few minutes of experimentation, I flexed it enough to slip the string onto the end, stringing the bow. I jumped up and down, whooping for joy. My father took me to the forest the next day.

      “It wasn’t what I expected.

      “There was no hunting that day, no tracking, just gathering some herbs. I asked what they were for, some powerful medicine or a bit of magic or something to mask our scent for hunting and trapping. No, he said. They were for my mother’s cooking. I slogged after him, my shoulders drooping almost to my waist.

      “He did eventually take me out to do more interesting things. Checking the snares he had set, putting up new ones, tracking animals and hunting them, we did all these things. He just took his time working me into it. In between, he taught me to use my bow.

      “The first time I nocked an arrow on the string, I fell in love with the weapon. With it, I pretended I was a great hero, a hunter who could slay all manner of beasts.

      “Instead, my father had me shoot at gourds he set up on stands.

      “I took to archery very quickly. The first week, I wasn’t strong enough to hold the string when the bow was flexed, so my arm shook and I didn’t hit exactly where I wanted every time. It frustrated me because I knew I could do better.

      “Once I gained a little strength, though, I never missed. Never. My father would stand and shake his head, muttering something about how he’d never seen such a thing.

      “I may seem arrogant to say it that way, but it is the simple truth. Moving or standing still, with the target stationary or in motion, I never miss. I have a sense of how things will move, even if they are perfectly still. It’s a peculiar magic I have, I suppose.”

      Erent stopped talking for a moment, his brows scrunching up as he put his hand to his chin. Then he shook his head.

      “I’m not explaining it well. Let me try again. You see, despite the fact that the gods have left Dizhelim and much of the magic of our world has been lost, there is some magic still. It’s all around us, always. I can see that magic, in a manner of speaking.

      “To me, it’s almost like a fog that surrounds me at all times. It’s everywhere I look, but it doesn’t obscure my vision of anything else. When people or things move, they interrupt the magic, almost like tossing a pebble into a still, calm lake.

      “The thing about it is, intentions cause small ripples even before movement occurs. I can read the magic and know how someone or something will move. After that, it’s easy to aim for where my target will be. So, once I could physically handle the weapon and shoot where I was aiming, I never again missed my target.

      “Another thing about the magic is that the swirls in it are persistent. They last for a while, depending upon how much the action affected the magic and how big or how many things were in motion. I can use those tracks to hunt things down. They’re like trails to me.”

      “Really?” Tiran’s face lit up with excitement.

      “Yes. It’s not something that’s well-known, but it’s not really a secret, either. My sight is a useful thing. It even works in the dark, which is why I had no trouble seeing and killing the wolfen last night.”

      “I wish I had magic, too,” the boy said.

      “You do, Tiran, you do. Everyone has something that others might call magic. It might be the way you can think through things, it might be playing an instrument or singing, or it may be skill with a weapon. The trick,” Erent tapped his temple with a finger, “is finding your gifts and then working to make them better.”

      Durant nodded and Maggie hugged her son, both of them smiling.

      “So, I found my talent, and I practiced with the bow as much as I could. I used other weapons, too, but for a hunter, there is nothing more important than skill with a bow. My father took me out more often as I grew, even let me try my hand at hunting after we had stalked a deer. It was a fine time in my life.

      “While my father taught me about his work, my mother taught me other practical things, especially before my sister was born and when she was very young. She taught me how to sew, how to cook my own food, and she taught me to read out of the three books we owned. They both started me on my way to becoming the man I am today. But our happy times didn’t last.

      “One day, I heard my parents arguing before I even reached the door to my house. That was rare. They usually discussed things quietly and calmly. This conversation was neither. I looked at my little sister, Lilianor. She was reaching to open the door, but I took her hand and pulled it away.

      “‘No, Lili,’ I whispered. ‘Wait.’ She looked up at me with her big blue eyes, but she didn’t say anything.

      “‘You can’t just ignore the proclamation from Lord Chatterbury,’ my mother said. Lord Darcy Chatterbury owned all the surrounding lands, including the town of Hosen itself and the forest nearby. His claim stopped where Grundenwald proper started, but those lines were not clear, so it was recognized that he basically owned all the forest that was accessible to us. The forest where my father did his hunting and trapping.

      “‘Who ever heard of a lord prohibiting people from hunting and trapping in a forest this large?’ father asked. ‘He doesn’t have the right.’

      “‘It’s his land, Selnor,’ my mother said. ‘He can do what he wants with it.’

      “‘No. It’s too much, Elenor, too much. Without the forest, we have no way of making a living. I’m a hunter, for Surus’s sake.’

      “‘I know, but you can’t ignore his rules. You know how strict he is. All his mandates come with the penalty of death if we break them. You can’t go off and do what you want. It’ll force his hand. Please, be reasonable. What kind of living do you think we’ll make without you here, if you get caught and executed? What will Erent, Lili, and I do then?’

      “My father grumbled for a moment and I thought he was going to start yelling, but he didn’t. ‘Okay, Elenor,’ he said softly. ‘You’re right. I’ll figure something out, maybe go further into the Grundenwald. It’ll mean hunting trips that take days instead of hours, but maybe I can make it work.’

      “‘Thank you,’ my mother said. Lili and I waited for several minutes to see if the argument would flare up again. When my parents’ conversation turned to what others in the town were doing, I figured it was safe, so we went inside. Neither of them ever mentioned the issue to me. Then again, I was only eight years old.

      “I wasn’t able to go hunting with my father anymore. He traveled nearly a full day to get outside of Lord Chatterbury’s forest, and the places he went were deeper into the Grundenwald, too dangerous for a small child. I argued, whined, tried to follow him, but he swatted my backside so thoroughly the first time I tried to track him, I gave that option up as impossible.

      “The new regimen didn’t last long. He and my mother argued more and more because he wasn’t able to make enough for our family when he had to travel so far to do it. I think he started hunting in his old area, and my mother constantly complained to him that he was putting us all at risk.

      “‘What else am I supposed to do?’ he yelled at her. ‘We’re going to starve. I’m careful. I won’t be found out.’ My mother disagreed, but he was headstrong and continued doing what he was doing. Until it all came crashing down.

      “Banging on our door late one night woke me and Lili. I heard my father open the door. ‘Selnor.’ It was one of our neighbors, Volker Josten, the old cooper. ‘Lord Chatterbury has gathered some of his men. They’re heading here right now. They intend to arrest you and execute you in the morning. They know about you hunting in the forest.’

      “My father took him outside and they discussed it, along with another voice I could barely hear. I only heard a word every once in a while, but it was clear what was going on. ‘Run,’ ‘death,’ and ‘family’ came up several times. I started shaking when I pieced it together. We had to flee or my father might be killed.

      “There wasn’t much time, so we only took a few things: the clothes we were wearing, food and water for the road, and whatever clothes or small possessions were within reach and easily carried. My father took his bow and knives, of course, and I took my small bow as well. With a long last look at the only home I’d ever known, we fled into the night.”

      The three listeners looked at Erent sadly.

      “Now, none of that,” he said. “It was a long time ago and it is not a great tragedy, as things go. Many have it worse off. I had my family and we escaped. It was enough.

      “It was a rough trip. We traveled for almost three weeks with little to call our own. My father hunted—I helped when he let me—and his bow protected us from bandits and wild animals more than once. We made it to Arcusheim alive. It was far enough from the lord’s lands to make a new start without always having to look over our shoulders. In fact, we didn’t even need to change our names.

      “The city was much different than what I was used to. Stone and wood, buildings and people everywhere; it was nearly overwhelming for me. I had come from a small town. This was all foreign to me. I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

      “When my father realized that there were no real forests near the city, his face became tight and drawn. I saw clearly in his eyes that he was thinking he had made a mistake in bringing us there.

      “Things were rough, but we survived. I eventually left Arcusheim, a few years after meeting an old tracker who had retired from his work in the Great Enclave. He taught me many things, but the most important was to develop my mind. Reading, thinking, understanding the way the world—and more importantly, people—worked. Those were the things that probably, more than anything else, made me the Erent Caahs you see today.”

      Erent took a drink from his water skin and looked at his three companions. “So, there you have it. Moving to a place far away and changing your life completely can be hard, but if you take advantage of any new situation, you can become better than you were before.”

      The boy looked at Erent as if waiting for something. “But why did you leave Arcusheim?”

      Erent considered telling them the real reason, all the horrible details, but only for a moment. It would be a relief to share the memories. It might even ease the pain of remembering something all too close, even after all the years that had passed. But no. He would not burden them with the tale.

      “It was time,” he said. “Time for me to go out and explore the wide world and to help where I could. It’s different for everyone, of course. I think when the right time comes, each person knows.” He smiled a sad smile, hoping it looked sincere. “For you, or for anyone else, it would be different. Some never leave, instead settling down and living out their happy lives right where they are. Part of the joy and excitement of life is learning what it is you are supposed to do, what you want to do, what will make you happy.”

      Durant nodded in a way that said he had told his son the same thing. The way Maggie was smiling, she appreciated that he had reinforced what they had told Tiran. It was always nice to have a hero’s confirmation of something you try to teach your children.

      “But enough of these tales,” Erent said, noticing the boy’s lips tightening to a line. He would take heed of the advice, or not, but the hero wouldn’t preach to him. “How about I tell you the story of how I was tricked out of all my gear and my clothes by the most unlikely of villains?”

      Erent told them the story, livening the mood and causing the boy to laugh and clap his hands. When they settled down to sleep for the night, Erent Caahs felt content, more content than he had in a very long time.

      The rest of the trip was uneventful. Erent escorted the family safely to the limits of Arcusheim and then continued on his way without actually entering the city. The place still held memories he did not want to recall. He skirted the settlement, preparing to head east, dwelling on the cruel tricks life had played on him and the way he had chosen to live because of it.
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      Erent cast one last look at Arcusheim, the city that had been so important to him and to the man he had become. The sun was slightly above and behind it, making it too bright to look at without a hand covering his eyes. The stone and timber almost glowed. If Erent didn’t know better, the place would look like somewhere he would like to call home.

      The hero tore his eyes away and pointed them eastward. There was still a lot of land to explore. A lot of people to help. Even more importantly for now, there was an appointment to keep.

      All day, Erent Caahs thought of the parts of the story he hadn’t told the family. The mother, Maggie, had looked at him strangely, as if she knew there were things he was not telling them. Things that were terrible and sad. She didn’t push him, though, which he appreciated. She reminded him of his own mother in that way.

      When it came time to stop for the night, he found a clearing within a small copse of trees. No longer distracted by the movement of traveling, the memories flooded his mind. He tried to resist, but finally gave up and floated in his emotion, letting the pictures play out in his head. With no one there to see, he surrendered and watched the memory as if he were an observer at a stage play.

      Selnor Caahs, Erent’s father, had always been a solid man, and a powerful one. He had to be. Soft men didn’t last long as hunters and trappers. But when they had reached Arcusheim, something vital was torn from him. He warred between wanting to provide for his family and wanting to follow his profession. He could not do both, so he got a job working for a fletcher.

      At first, it was little things. He would complain to Erent’s mother Elenor when he thought Erent and Lilianor couldn’t hear. He became irritated at things that never would have bothered him when they lived in Hosen. It was obvious he was not happy making arrows for the fletcher. He wanted to be in the forest.

      As time went on, he began to grumble and complain more openly. The frown that seemed to always be on his face turned to a scowl. He argued with Elenor more often, yelled at his children.

      Then he started to drink. At first, it was a little wine, a little ale, but it soon grew. Selnor was drunk most of the time, and when he was, he was even more unhappy. Meaner.

      Erent began to spend more time away from home, running around the streets of Arcusheim with the kids he found there. He knew it wasn’t the right thing to do, but part of him reasoned that if all he got was yelled at when at home, his new friends, low as they were, would be better.

      “Didn’t I tell you not to leave that damn thing in the hall?” Selnor said to Erent when he came home one day, picking up the small bow he had made the boy. “If I find this lying about one more time, I’ll break it up and use it for kindling.” He slapped Erent and cast the bow across the room. It clattered to the floor.

      Erent, only nine years old at the time, put his hand up to his stinging face, picked up his bow and the quiver of arrows his father had made him, and rushed out of the house before he would allow the tears to fall. He would not show his father that weakness.

      He didn’t understand, back then, what his father was going through. The boy couldn’t see beyond the anger and the abuse. So, feelings of hurt and hatred blossoming in him, he headed for a small stand of trees outside the city.

      When he plunged into the cool, dark confines of this little group of trees—too small to be called a forest—he threw himself to the ground and cried. It took a while for him to cry himself out, but he did, finally.

      He didn’t need to help his mother with the laundry that day, so he stayed in amongst the trees, thinking. Erent wished it could be like before, his father taking him out to hunt in the woods, teaching him, sharing his knowledge.

      The boy looked at his bow. His mouth tried to smile, but his dark thoughts wouldn’t allow it. He got up, took his bow in hand, and slung the quiver on his back. Many of the archers he’d seen wore quivers at their waist, but he preferred it on his back so he could run and move more easily.

      Erent picked out a large tree forty yards away and was soon preoccupied with withdrawing, nocking, drawing, and shooting. He got into a rhythm and continued to shoot until his quiver was empty. Once he retrieved all his arrows—every one had hit the tree, and most exactly where he had tried to put them—he picked out another tree. This one was fifty yards away.

      He emptied his quiver again, and went to pull the arrows from his target.

      “You’re going to kill those poor trees doing that,” a voice said.

      Erent whirled, his knife in his hand.

      A man stood there. An old man. Erent relaxed. The figure in front of him wasn’t intimidating with its thin, wiry frame and wild white hair and beard. Blue eyes peeked out from a mass of wrinkled flesh, all the more so because of the smile on the man’s face. Still, something in those eyes suggested this man was probably more than he seemed.

      “What did you say?” Erent asked, slipping his knife back in the sheath.

      “Those trees.” The man pointed to where two dozen arrows were stuck in Erent’s target. “You’ll harm them if you use them for target practice like that.”

      The boy continued toward his arrows. When he stepped up to the tree, he began extracting them carefully, one at a time, so as not to damage them or their fletching. “I know. That’s why I switch the trees I use as targets.” He wasn’t looking at the old man, but he kept him in his peripheral vision in case the stranger made a sudden movement.

      “Good.” The old man adjusted his green tunic. It matched the leather and green cloth trousers he wore. In fact, everything from his high boots to the hood that lay on his shoulders would do well to camouflage him in the forest.

      “What’s good?”

      “The way you are keeping me in your sight without actually looking at me. It’s important to be aware of your surroundings. Were you trained to do that or do you do it naturally?”

      Erent put the last of his arrows in his quiver and turned to the man. “Who are you?”

      “Well,” the old man said. “That is about as rude an introduction as I have ever received. Try again and I may answer your question.”

      Erent frowned. Admittedly, his words were not polite. He thought some of his anger and hurt from earlier were still with him.

      “I’m sorry. My day hasn’t been good. My name is Erent Caahs. May I ask yours?”

      The old man clapped his hands and smiled more widely. “Much better. My name is Toras Geint. I am pleased to meet you, Erent Caahs. You are very good with that bow. May I see it?”

      Erent hesitated, not sure if he wanted to hand his best weapon over to the man. Then he noticed what he hadn’t before. Toras Geint had a bow slanted across his back, the string barely visible across his chest. At least two dozen feathered arrows projected up from his back, over his right shoulder. The old man didn’t need Erent’s bow. If he wanted to attack, he had his own.

      The boy handed his bow to Toras.

      “Hmm,” Toras said. “Very fine work. Did you make this?” He shook his head. “No, no, of course not. One as young as you could not have such skill, even though you do have great skill in using the weapon. It’s sized perfectly for you, maybe just a bit too small, if anything.

      “Ah, your father, or perhaps an uncle. Am I correct?”

      “Yes. My father made it for me. I’ve grown a little since he first gave it to me.”

      “Ho, ho, I thought as much. I think, though, that you have grown more than a little. I am betting that your father gave it to you a bit oversized to allow you to grow into it.”

      “Maybe.” Erent took his bow back when Toras handed it back to him. “What do you know of these things?”

      White eyebrows raised. “I have been using a bow for more than fifty years. I know a thing or two. Will you sit and talk with an old man for a little while? I would like to hear your story, if that is acceptable to you.”

      Erent almost said no, but then thought of leaving and going back home. He didn’t want to do that just yet. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

      “Fair enough, young master. And to be polite, I’ll talk about myself first.”

      The two found a fallen tree to sit on. Toras sat on it like a chair, but Erent straddled it, facing the old man.
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      “I,” Toras Geint started, “am a tracker. Leastways, I was a tracker, for nigh on forty-five years, maybe closer to fifty. I forget exactly how long. Up away in the Great Enclave.”

      The old man noticed Erent’s eyes widen slightly and he laughed.

      “Yes, I know. The Great Enclave is not known for woodcraft, but for the great armored knights that serve her. The greatest heavy cavalry in the world. But a whole lot of armored knights are worthless if they can’t find the battle. That’s where simple folk like me come in. Someone has to scout things out and show them where to go.

      “I started when I was barely a boy myself. My father was a tracker, as was my grandfather. I was born into it, you might say. But I don’t have to explain how that works to you, do I, Erent Caahs?” He cackled.

      Erent found himself smiling. He thought this man might be half-crazy, and his laugh made it seem like it was more than half, but it was genuine amusement that brought the smile to his face.

      “So, I learned early how to move in the wilderness, how to stay alive in nearly any circumstance, and how to use the bow. When I was fourteen, I was allowed to tag along with my father in his service to the Army of the Great Enclave. A few years later, the Army took me on as a tracker and scout by myself. More than four decades of my life I traveled the world in my service, but mostly from Shinyan and Arania down here to Sutania.

      “During that time, I met the love of my life, Gwynes. We married, got a little place of our own just outside the town of Ashburn in the Great Enclave, and settled into what I would call a nearly perfect life. Nearly perfect because as much as we tried, we could never have children. We had always wanted them, but we could never manage it. Still, I was happy with just the two of us.

      “About four years ago, Gwyn caught herself some kind of sickness. None of the healers could figure it out. Not even the local priests could do anything. She wasted away before my eyes and within a few months, she had passed on.”

      The old man paused. He seemed like he was trying to catch his breath. He dipped his head for a moment, and when he looked up, Erent saw the pain in his eyes. It made him ache in his chest. He had never lost someone he loved like the way Toras obviously loved his wife, but thoughts of how he had lost the father he had known pricked at him, helping him to understand a little bit.

      “Well,” Toras continued. “My home wasn’t the same place after that. Too many memories, too much pain, you understand. For a little while, I tried to take extra duty and busy myself to distraction, but that didn’t work well enough because I always had to come home eventually. I finally picked up and moved. Just put a few things in a sack and started down the road. I ended up here.”

      Erent waited for more, but the old tracker was apparently finished.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” the boy finally said. He had heard his parents say that to neighbors who had lost loved ones, like when old Jonn Tipten’s wife died less than a year before.

      “That’s very kind of you,” Toras said. “But enough about me. What is your story, lad?”

      So Erent told him about where he had lived before, how his father had made his bow and showed him how to use it, and the problems that forced them to leave. He stopped when he told about how they arrived in the city and how his father now worked for a fletcher and his mother did laundry.

      “A terrible thing, being a hunter and not being able to hunt. I’ll bet your father is not happy about how things turned out.” Toras Geint seemed to be watching Erent for a reaction. The boy was determined not to show him any.

      “What do you do now, then?” Erent asked to change the subject.

      “I have a little herb shop in town. Do you know anything about plants and gathering them for their useful properties?”

      “I know a few. I used to pick herbs for my mom. Pepper seeds, basil, mint, tarragon, and some others.”

      “Did you now?” Toras asked, his eyes scanning the boy. “Would you like to help me gather some for my shop? I’ll pay you a copper for every usable bunch you bring me. Medicinal herbs, mind you, not cooking herbs.”

      It didn’t sound like exciting work to Erent, but if it would help him to spend time in the trees, it could be a good thing to do. Plus, the extra money would help his family, much more than him helping with the laundry. “What kind of plants do ya want me to get?”

      “I’ll show you. There are twenty or thirty varieties in these woods that sell well, plus another dozen or so useful mushrooms and mosses. Help me out today and I’ll give you a couple of coppers. Are you able to do that? Will your parents allow it?”

      “Yeah,” Erent said, thinking only of bringing money home to his mother. “They don’t care much if I’m around or not.”

      Toras’s bright eyes dimmed a bit and his brow crinkled slightly, but he didn’t respond. “Good, then let’s get started. The first thing I need to teach you is how to gather plants without affecting the forest itself. Everything is connected, you see, and if you take too much or do too much damage to the natural balance, you can harm not only the vegetation but also the animals who live here.”

      That first day passed faster than should have been possible. Toras was a good teacher and a fine companion. At the end of the day, head full of what he had learned, Erent accepted the small coins from the old tracker, bade him goodbye, and headed home. He was to meet Toras at his shop on Ember Street three days later to learn more about what plants to collect.

      The morning of the third day, Erent Caahs made his way to Ember Street for his meeting with Toras Geint. He had gone to that part of the city the day before to scout the location so he wouldn’t get lost and arrive late. His manners and speech had degraded from running with the city kids, but he still realized that punctuality was important.

      Erent arrived on time. The herb shop was in a line with other businesses: a chandler on one side and a weaver on the other.

      He knocked on the door of the shop. It was a small building with a wide wooden door flanked by two windows. Under each window was a small planter with herbs growing in them. Curtains were drawn so he couldn’t see inside, but he was sure he’d see light leaking out if lamps were lit within. A wooden sign suspended by a bracket jutted out of the wall. It was a simple board with the word Herbs carved into it and plant leaves with small white flowers painted next to the word. Erent recognized the shape as being feverfew, an herb that could—as its name implied—bring down a fever, as well as having other medicinal effects.

      There was no answer. Erent waited for nearly another minute, not wanting to seem rude by knocking repeatedly. When it was clear no one would answer, he knocked again, louder.

      The sound of a different door opening echoed through the area and bounced off the other small buildings on the packed-dirt street. Erent thought it had come from around the corner to his left. He peeked around the shop to see.

      Toras Geint waved him over, hanging halfway out of the other door to his shop. Erent jogged to him.

      “Sorry,” Toras said. “I forgot to tell you to come to this door. It leads directly into my living area. No use going through the shop to get here, eh? You’re on time. Good. It’s important to be able to keep an appointment. Come on in.”

      The boy entered the room and Toras shut the door. It was a simple room, with a few pictures adorning the walls, a table with two sturdy chairs tucked into it, and shelves that had been built into the walls. Erent’s eyes went wide when he saw what filled those shelves. There must have been twenty books in the room. Twenty!

      Toras noticed the reaction. “Do you like books? Can you read?”

      “Yes.”

      The old tracker chuckled. “Well, if you’re careful with them, you can read them sometime. It’s important, reading is.”

      “I…I mean, I can read. A little. I don’t read good, though. We had three books when we lived in Hosen. I need practice to be able to read better.”

      “Of course. To be able to do anything well, it takes practice. Even speaking correctly. You don’t read well.”

      Erent tilted his head slightly and met Toras’s eyes. “How do you know?”

      The old man laughed again. “You just told me, but you misunderstand. I meant to say that the correct way to put it into words is ‘I don’t read well,’ not ‘I don’t read good.’”

      “Oh. Yeah. I don’t read well.”

      “Good.”

      “You just told me it is supposed to be well.”

      “Yes, it is. It’s good that you learned that it’s well.”

      “Okay.” Erent wasn’t sure if Toras was teasing him, but he was too busy scanning the room to take offense.

      “Have you eaten breakfast?”

      “I et seven biscuits left over from the batch my mom made yesterday.”

      “Ate,” Toras corrected.

      “Huh? Oh, okay, maybe it was eight.”

      This time, Toras nearly doubled over with laughter. “No, boy. You said, ‘et.’ The correct way to pronounce the word is ‘ate.’”

      “Ate. Okay. I ate seven biscuits.”

      “Good. Would you like some bacon? I have a few pieces left.”

      Erent did, and as he chewed—it was the best bacon he had ever eaten—Toras Geint gathered his gear. A couple of sacks made of heavy cloth went into his backpack, a large belt pouch went around his waist along with a hip quiver, and the long bow propped in the corner of the room went into the tracker’s hand. No sooner had Erent finished the bacon than the two walked through the door and headed down the street, all but deserted so early in the morning. Within an hour, they were in the foliage.

      Their first day of collecting herbs delighted Erent. It was hard work, climbing hills and making their way through brambles, nettles, and close-knit vines only to find that the plant they were looking for was no longer there or not ready for picking. Still, as the boy followed the old tracker, he learned many things. Not all of them were about herbs.

      “You have some way to go to be acceptable in polite society,” Toras told him. “Your speech is like the street kids in the city and your manners are atrocious.”

      “They’re what? What’s ‘approach us?’”

      “No, that’s not what I said. I said atrocious. It basically means horrible.”

      Erent dipped his head, his eyes skittering away from the older man’s. “Oh.”

      “Now don’t get all insulted,” Toras said. “I didn’t mean it to put you down. It’s just an observation. You’re smart, so it’s just unexpected that you speak like those little monsters who grub around in the streets.”

      Erent dipped his head to stare at the ground. “I don’t have anyone else to spend time with.”

      Toras stopped walking and put his hand gently under Erent’s chin and raised it. “I know, boy. With your situation at home, I understand wanting to go out, to spend time in other places. Maybe if you have something to do, new things to learn, you’ll spend your time a bit more wisely. You can always come around and help me, or even visit to read some of my books.”

      “Really?” The boy’s eyes lit up.

      “Really.”

      Erent nodded firmly, shaking his chin from the tracker’s grasp. “Maybe I will.”

      Toras chuckled and moved on to find the next plant.

      Soon, Erent was at Toras Geint’s shop and house more often than he was at his own home. The coppers he earned when he went out to pick herbs for the old man ensured that neither the boy’s mother nor father made a fuss of him being gone most of the time. It was more money than he could have brought in doing laundry, so everyone was satisfied.

      Toras Geint taught him many things. Tracking, herb lore, other types of woodcraft, and how to shoot his bow better. But that wasn’t all. Erent Caahs found himself learning about other things, less important in the eyes of a nine-year-old child. He learned, almost without realizing it, how to speak properly, how to act respectably and respectfully, how to handle money and do math, how to read better, and more. He wouldn’t realize until later in his life that these things, more than anything else, made him the person he was to become. For that, at the very least, he owed Toras Geint the world.

      For the next four years, Erent spent more and more time with Toras Geint. As the boy’s father sank deeper into his depression and drink, and became more unreasonable and violent, Erent took refuge in the lessons the old tracker provided. He became a person of complexity, of nuance, and gained a confidence in things he never would have thought possible. Though still young, people often commented—from strangers to his own parents—that he comported himself and spoke in a way beyond his age.

      From the start, Toras was fascinated by Erent’s abilities to read magical auras, and he immediately saw its benefits in tracking and combat.

      “You could be the best tracker in the world with that ability,” he told Erent regularly. “And if you practice, you could probably fight as well in pitch darkness as the best warriors can in bright sunlight. All you need to do is practice. It is a rare and wonderful gift you have.”

      Erent came to appreciate his abilities as well, but he didn’t let it make him lazy. He trained with ferocious intensity with the bow, with his knives, and in fact, in everything he did. Seeing magic and being able to predict actions was great, but if he couldn’t strike a target he knew would be in a particular location, what good would it do him?

      In a blink, the boy was in his fourteenth year. He was big for his age, able to look most men in the eye already. Because of his work with Toras, and the training he received from the former tracker, he was more muscular than most boys his age as well. He assumed that in a few more years he would leave Arcusheim to try to get a job as a tracker. Toras would put him in touch with people who could help in that. But it was a few years off and Erent thought only of continuing in the day-to-day life he had grown accustomed to. Even his father’s drinking couldn’t dim his spirit—well, not too much.

      Then came the day that changed it all.
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      Erent and Toras had spent a day in the woods, picking herbs and enjoying the mild spring weather. When they got back to town, they shared a pot of tea and chatted about a new book Toras had gotten the week before. Clavian Knights: History and Mystery was a comprehensive account of the Great Enclave and its knights, full of exciting stories about the nation Toras used to call home. Erent could feel the excitement as the tracker recounted some of what he had read so far.

      “I better get back home,” Erent said after listening to several stories. “I want to stop and get that doll old Hannis is holding for me. It’s a present for Lili.” He had found a doll in a small shop down the street from Toras’s place and knew immediately his sister would love it. She might be getting a little old for dolls—at least that’s what she said—but he knew it would melt her heart when she saw it. He was eager to take it to her. He’d already spent too much time sitting around and talking with Toras.

      “Tell your lovely sister and beautiful mother hello for me,” Toras said. He had met them many times, though Erent’s father only a few. The old man generally liked Erent’s family, though his face grew sad when Selnor’s name came up.

      “I will. See you tomorrow.” Erent waved as he headed out the door, his steps bouncing from the happy thoughts of how Lili’s face would look when he gave her the present.

      As Erent neared his house, he noticed a commotion. People were running back and forth, passing buckets of water from person to person in a line. A plume of dark smoke, punctuated by lighter-colored billows, snaked into the air and dispersed high above the city.

      “What happened?” he asked a man he recognized. He couldn’t remember the man’s name, but he saw him often in the neighborhood.

      “Fire. One of the houses down on Fletcher Street is burned up. We’re trying to keep it from burning down half the city.”

      Erent didn’t say anything, only ran for all he was worth toward his house. His family lived on Fletcher Street.

      When he got there, a shriek ripped its way out of his mouth as he dropped to his knees in the muddy, sooty street, the doll dropped and forgotten in his horror. His house was a pile of blackened embers. The entire thing had collapsed and parts were still smoldering. The smell of hot, wet, charred wood hit him like a slap in the face. Even without the smoke that stung his eyes, the tears would have been heavy.

      “Wh…what happened?” he said, to no one in particular.

      “It was a horrible thing,” old Edna Mollet said. “There was nothing anyone could do, Erent. I’m so sorry.”

      The boy turned to his next-door neighbor. She was a kindly old woman with scraggly grey hair and a shape like a shepherd’s crook. Her stooped form came a step closer to him, her rheumy eyes liquid and sad.

      “I was out in the alley when I saw Lili come home. She looked frightened and I was going to go to her and ask her what the matter was. Then I saw the men following her. There were three of them. Rough looking, like they was born up to no good and only got worse as they passed the years.

      “The biggest one looked around, then jerked his head toward your door. Lili had gone through and closed it up tight, but that didn’t seem to matter none. The big one—he had to be the leader—checked for anyone watching. I ducked back behind my house, so I don’t think he saw me. I poked my head out just in time to see him kick the door open and all three of them went inside.

      “Aren was still at work at the mill and the city guard don’t waste their time around here, so there was no one to call. I was sure there was going to be trouble, but I didn’t know what to do. I’m so sorry, Erent. I’m just an old woman.”

      “I understand, Mrs. Mollet. I wouldn’t expect you to put yourself in danger.”

      The old woman wiped at the tears in her eyes. “Thank you. The big one, he kicked in the door. I looked around to see if there was anyone I could ask for help, but there was no one. I stepped closer and looked in your window. I was scared as a pig on feast day.

      “The leader, he went up to where Lili and your mama were. ‘I’m taking you with me,’ he said. ‘There are…things I need to do to you and no one can tell me no.’

      “Your mama put Lili behind her and stood up tall like she wasn’t going to give in without a fight. The men drew swords and long knives. I was scared it was all going to end in bloodshed with your family bleeding on the floor.

      “Then, your father burst into the room and attacked the nearest man with his own knife, cutting his throat in one slice. The man dropped to the ground. The leader, though, he was fast as a snake. He slashed out with his sword and cut your papa’s arm, making him drop the knife. Then he slashed two more times and your papa fell to the ground.

      “Your mama screamed, louder than I ever heard anyone scream. She lunged at the man and swung her arm downward. I didn’t notice until after, but she had your papa’s double-bladed knife in her hand, the one with the two blades side-by-side. The leader of the men jumped back, but his face got sliced up, from crown to jaw. Two red lines appeared, and then the blood started pouring down his face. It was as gruesome a thing as my eyes ever beheld.

      “‘You bitch!’ the man said—pardon my language, but it’s as he said it—and he lunged in to stab your mama with his sword. He had blood in his eyes, and so when Lili jumped in front of your mama, he ran her through the middle with his blade. She slid off it without a whimper, her eyes locked on your mama. Your mama screamed again.

      “Then the man wiped the blood from his face and slashed your mama open, while the other man stabbed at her with his knife. She fell on top of Lili, bleeding all over the floor.”

      Edna stopped and sobbed for a moment, trying to catch her breath. Erent watched her, unable to move, to think, to say anything. His family. His whole family.

      The old woman sucked in a deep breath. “The two men broke a lantern and caught the curtains on fire. The one what wasn’t injured searched for treasure to steal, but the leader was trying to slow the blood coming from his cuts with one of your mama’s dresses that was sitting on the table for sewing. They both ran off before the fire got too big.

      “I was too stunned to move until they had already gone down the street. I was lucky they didn’t see me, I guess. Once I could move again, I ran toward the nearest guard post, on Kanton Street, screaming about the fire the whole way. We were too late to save your house. I’m so sorry, Erent. I wish I could have done something.”

      Erent mindlessly hugged the old woman. What she said was still bouncing around in his head. He shed no tears, not yet. It seemed like something unreal, a dream.

      No, a nightmare.

      After a few minutes, a thought burst through. “Mrs. Mollet, what did this man look like, the leader?”

      “He was a big man, taller than my Aren and with muscles, and young. He had dark brown hair, almost black, and pale tan eyes. Those eyes, I’ll never forget them. They didn’t look at me, but if they did, I think I would have died. When he looked at your mama, I saw them. They almost glowed, they were so pale. He will have scars from what your mama did, large and ugly, like his soul. There will be no mistaking him with those scars. Down the left side of his face, they are, just missed taking his eye.”

      “Thank you,” Erent said. He had already made up his mind what he would do. “Which way did they run?”

      The old woman took in a sharp breath and her wide eyes met Erent’s. “To the west. Please, Erent, don’t…”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Mollet. For everything. I would like to be alone right now, if you don’t mind.”

      “Yes,” she said, reaching a hand out as if to try to pull him away from what he was planning. “Yes, of course. You tell me if you need anything, anything at all.”

      He nodded and forced a smile at her, knowing it looked more like a grimace.

      If only he hadn’t wasted so much time talking with Toras and going to pick up the doll. If he had gotten home sooner, it could have made a difference. That simple decision to stop and get the doll may have cost his family their lives.

      Erent fled what used to be his house, not paying attention to the people still throwing water on the few small flames that stubbornly clung to the remains of the only home he had known for the previous six years. He ignored the handful of people who expressed condolences to him as well, people who recognized him and knew he had lost everything.

      He ran, unthinking, until he was back at the familiar door he had left scant minutes before. It stood there, accusing him with its innocence and peacefulness. He doubted he would ever feel peace again. Not after what he had just seen and heard.

      The boy banged on the door. He paid no attention to the pain it caused and the split skin on his knuckles after the first knock. His fist pummeled the heavy wooden planks relentlessly until the door swung open and
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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